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ABSTRACT
The problem addressed by this project is a lack of awareness some pastors
have of the power their preaching has to shape their church culture. In response to this
problem the researcher explored the biblical foundations of preaching with a special
interest in the Hebrew understanding of learning and its role as a culture creator. He
reviewed literature related to homiletics and communication theory with special
attention to cultural formation in organizations and churches. He conducted case
studies by way of interviews to determine whether members of his church, Crossway,
perceived this connection between preaching and cultural formation. He interviewed
three preaching pastors of other churches to investigate the same perception from a
different vantage point. From the thesis findings the researcher developed a set of
nine communication principles to better equip pastors to utilize the preaching craft as
a culture creator for the transformation of the local congregation.
In the Great Commission, Jesus Christ has clearly stated the vision for every
local church. The crucial question for a church is not “what is the vision of the
church?” Rather, it is “what is the culture that each church is called to create to fulfill
the common vision?” The language, specifically oral communication, used by a given
local church has a vast impact on its culture. Language is a central theme in the
biblical story throughout Scripture; additionally communication theorists have long
understood that words have tremendous power to shape culture. The researcher’s
qualitative study involved asking eight questions of interviewees who attend
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Crossway, the local church of which he is the senior pastor. For a decade prior to the
study, the researcher’s preaching regularly repeated four key phrases that were
intended to shape the church’s culture. The interview questions were designed to
uncover the participants’ perception of how deeply these four phrases had succeeded
in impacting Crossway’s culture. The researcher offers the nine principles that he
developed from his findings to enable other pastors to positively transform the culture
of their local church in order to better fulfill the great commission.
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INTRODUCTION
Crossway Church has experienced a dramatic turn-around in its culture over the
past decade, due in great part to the communication efforts of its leadership. The
researcher has led Crossway Church for over ten years as its lead pastor and primary
teaching pastor, but has used this project to better and more accurately understand its
dramatic cultural transformation. This thesis seeks to understand the connection between
preaching and the formation of church culture.
In the biblical narrative, the power of the spoken word emerges in the creation
story, continues throughout all its books and chapters, and culminates with the Logos in
John and the apocalyptic literature of Revelation. Rabbinic communication uniquely
impacted the formation of this narrative, demonstrating the connection between cultural
formation and oral communication. In the way that ancient Jewish communication
influenced the biblical culture, the manner of preaching in the local church influences that
church’s culture.
Historically, political and corporate cultures have been aware of the unique
opportunity oral communication offers to shape a given culture. Many of the
communication principles used in the political and corporate settings are transferable to
the homiletic craft. As homileticians learn to exegete the scriptures and communicate
with clarity, they can discover the principles to shape church culture with their words.
The growing biblical illiteracy of American culture, accompanied by a moral
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move further away from a Judeo-Christian ethic, creates the urgency for this thesis. One
of places people from every walk of society still congregate is the local church. The thirty
or so minutes a pastor spends communicating biblical truth is an uncommon treasure in
society because it is the rare opportunity for a wide cross-section of society to be shaped
by a single voice and message. If a pastor can learn to shape a church culture through
preaching, he or she can utilize the preaching craft as a key tool to impact not just the
church culture but also the community in which it resides for the purposes of Christ and
His Kingdom.
Therefore, this research has explored the culture of the Crossway Church
congregation to discover how it has been uniquely formed by several communication
variables, including the ongoing preaching efforts of the researcher.
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CHAPTER ONE: THE PROBLEM AND THE RESEARCH DESIGN
Statement of the Problem
The problem addressed by this project is the lack of awareness some pastors have
of the power their preaching has to shape church culture. In response to this problem the
researcher explored the biblical foundations of preaching with a special interest in the
Hebrew understanding of learning and its role as a culture creator. He reviewed literature
related to homiletics and communication theory with special attention to cultural
formation in organizations and churches. He conducted case studies by way of interviews
to determine whether members of his church, Crossway, perceived the connection
between preaching and cultural formation. He interviewed three preaching pastors of
other churches to investigate the same perception from a different vantage point. From
the thesis findings the researcher developed a set of nine communication principles to
better equip pastors to utilize the preaching craft as a culture creator for the
transformation of the local congregation.
Delimitations of the Problem
The scope of the field research was limited to one large evangelical church in the
Midwest, Crossway, a part of the Christian and Missionary Alliance denomination. The
research focused exclusively on the impact of preaching on cultural formation in this
church setting. The researcher understands that other factors influence the formation of
church culture, but he was deliberately trying to isolate the variable of preaching in order
to gauge its impact.
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Assumptions
This study assumed that preaching is a timeless and biblical activity central to the
health of the local church. The second assumption was that preaching is both a spiritual
gift and a talent that can be developed. The third assumption was that the primary
preaching pastor is important to the cultural formation of a given congregation. The
fourth assumption was that culture is something that can be developed, shaped and
sustained. The fifth assumption was that the culture of a local church impacts a person’s
ability to be a disciple of Jesus and therefore impacts the community in which such
individuals live. The sixth assumption was that the biblical text is the foundational
document upon which to build sermons that transform church culture.
Subproblems
The first subproblem was to research biblical evidence for the role of preaching in
the formation of church culture through the lens of Jewish teaching. The researcher
looked for data in sources including the Bible, homiletic literature, and literature about
the unique rabbinic model of formation, education and disciple making. The second
subproblem was to learn what literature reveals about issues of cultural formation through
oral communication. This involved understanding what culture is, as something that can
be deliberately shaped. The researcher examined writings about organizational culture,
cultural analysis research, homiletic resources, linguistic anthropology studies,
organizational leadership literature and historical studies.
The third subproblem was to determine the impact of the researcher’s sermons on
the culture of his church, Crossway. The researcher analyzed and synthesized interviews
with Crossway congregants as well as three interviews with the preaching pastors of
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other churches. In the interviews with Crossway adherents, the researcher was looking for
connections or disconnections between what the senior pastor preached on Sunday
morning and the perceptions of the congregants. He compared the culture desired and
articulated by the senior pastor with the perception of the congregants revealed in the
interviews. He used three interviews with senior pastors of other churches to gain
supplemental information about the connection between preaching and culture. The fifth
subproblem was to develop a series of reproducible principles that will guide preachers
purposefully lead cultural change through their sermons. The researcher drew these
insights from the principles found in the theological/rabbinic study of disciple making,
from the literature study, and from data acquired in the field studies. In the formation of
these principles, the researcher paid special attention to findings that overlapped all three
sources.
Setting of the Project
The researcher conducted his research project at Crossway Church, where he is
the senior pastor. Crossway is an evangelical congregation of the Christian and
Missionary Alliance denomination, located in the Upper Midwest. Preaching is
conducted in English to an English-speaking and primarily suburban culture. Crossway
averages 1,000 people in total Sunday morning attendance. This church has grown
significantly in its ministry impact in the last decade. Its culture has also fundamentally
changed under the ministry of the researcher. This impact and culture change has been
aided by the supportive leadership of elders and staff but the conviction of the researcher
is that his preaching approach has been a principal factor in the transformation of the
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church culture. This in turn has increased the church’s ability to reach people who are
broken, hurting and far from God.
The Importance of the Project
The Importance of the Project to the Researcher
The motivation for this project came during the researcher’s experiences as a
doctoral student. His first doctoral class originally sparked the idea, which was confirmed
later during reflection comparing the church experience of his upbringing to that of his
current church context.
In the researcher’s first doctoral class, “Survey of Preaching Models,” the
question was asked, “What is the best metaphor for preaching?” The answer given was
“cultural architect.” In other words, the preacher uses preaching to design the blueprints
of a community’s culture. The professor surveyed various philosophies of modern
preaching using a “preaching quadrilateral” and found that all of them conform to this
metaphor. The quadrilateral illustrates the connection between a philosophy of preaching
and church cultural dynamics. It broadly puts preachers into one of four quadrants. In the
top left is the “professor” quadrant, which includes preachers such as John Piper. In the
top right is the “life coach” quadrant, which include preachers such as Ed Young Jr. On
the bottom left is the “artist/composer” quadrant, which includes preachers such as T. D.
Jakes and Rob Bell. Finally, the bottom right quadrant is the “storyteller” with preachers
such as Eugene Lowry. As the researcher studied all four of these approaches to
preaching, he realized that each one had a significant impact on shaping the culture of a
church beyond the Sunday morning service. Each approach behaves like an architect for
its culture. This idea was the genesis of the project.
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During his later coursework, the researcher reflected deeply on the nature of
church culture and church vision. He compared two churches that espoused the same
vision, his current church and the one in which he was raised, and from this reflection
found that culture is weightier than vision in shaping disciples. The church in which the
researcher was raised, Grace Evangelical Free, promoted the same vision of the church
that the researcher currently leads. Grace Church would not have talked vision language,
but if one had asked that pastor what the church was about he would have answered,
“The Great Commission.” Crossway Church’s vision statement reads, “Intersecting Lives
with Christ.” This is just a modern way of saying the Great Commission, given by Jesus
in Matthew 28, 1 to go into the entire world and make disciples. Despite the same vision,
Grace Church and Crossway Church could not be more different. The difference does not
emerge from diametrically opposed visions but from radically different cultures. It is
culture even more than vision that ultimately becomes the driver for any church
community activity. It is the culture that will ultimately determine if a particular church is
fulfilling its Christ-commanded vision of making disciples.
The church culture the researcher experienced in his childhood drove many in the
congregation to talk the same, look the same, and do the same things. This culture was
unhealthy when it came to reaching people outside the church because the “sameness” of
its members made outsiders feel excluded. This illustrates the power of culture to
influence the larger community beyond the local church. In other examples, Grace’s
culture of sameness inhibited anyone from questioning the idea that authentic Christians
might theologically hold to any but the specific beliefs of Grace Church. The culture of
1

Unless noted otherwise, Bible quotations in this paper are from the New International Version
(Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2011).
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sameness inevitably brought ostracism to those who walked into church wearing anything
but their Sunday best. Grace Church illustrated the power of culture to influence church
norms and therefore discipleship. The researcher contends that it is culture to which
leadership must pay the greatest attention, even more than vision. This reflection has
spurred him on to use this project to study his current church’s culture.
The power of culture can be measured in companies like IBM, which nearly
perished because of a culture of inflexibility. Under CEO Jack Welch, GE became a
culture of differentiation and training. If one landed in the lower percentage of efficiency
in the company, that person was let go. 2 Facebook and Google have cultures of
innovation, casualness and intensity. The researcher’s first formal introduction to the
power of culture was the book, Built to Last, by business author Jim Collins, who
researched what he calls “cult-like cultures” among companies that have been successful
for at least a hundred years.
As the researcher read about corporate culture he reflected on the power of culture
in his own family. His parents’ identity as first generation Italian Americans established a
specific family culture that valued everything Italian, at times to the detriment of other
cultures. His father’s early vision for the family would have been for his children to get
good grades, graduate, go to college, get married and make a lot of money. While that
would be the vision of many American families, it was the Italian culture woven into
those elements that defined the researcher’s early formation. In part, an Italian American
culture in the Esposito family meant marrying an Italian, going into the restaurant

2

Jack and Suzy Welch, Winning (New York, NY: HarperCollins, 2005), 28-50.
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business with the family, valuing the family above all else and prioritizing meals as a
primary aspect of daily life.
In summary, culture is weightier than vision or any other variable in driving a
local church’s actions. This reality bears heavily on a church’s ability to fulfill the Great
Commission and make disciples. Thus, in order to fulfill his own leadership obligations
and best make disciples at Crossway Church, the researcher launched this project to study
the power of preaching in shaping culture.
The Importance of the Project to the Immediate Ministry Context
During the ten years of leadership that the researcher has had at Crossway
Church, clear and strategic concepts have emerged out of the preaching and teaching
ministry. These concepts have had a strong influence on the culture of Crossway Church
and have enhanced its ability to grow in its impact on the surrounding community. All of
these concepts originated with the preaching ministry of the researcher. Preaching has
highlighted and reinforced these concepts over the years. In short, preaching has spawned
massive and necessary cultural change at Crossway Church. Therefore, the researcher
desires to enhance the power of his preaching as a cultural formation tool through this
project. This in turn will enhance the power of Crossway’s culture to shape lives and
increase the church’s impact.
The researcher has found the communication tool of preaching to be a
foundational method for cultural transformation. While other methods for cultural
transformation may be used in contexts like business, academic, or tribal missionary
settings, the suburban context of Crossway required the method of preaching.
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Historically, preaching has been the primary oral communication method to shape the
culture of the church. John Stott in his definitive work on preaching writes:
Preaching is indispensable to Christianity. Without preaching a necessary part of
its authenticity has been lost. For Christianity is, in its very essence, a religion of
the Word of God. No attempt to understand Christianity can succeed which
overlooks or denies the truth that the living God has taken the initiative to reveal
himself savingly to fallen humanity; or that his self-revelation has been given by
the most straightforward means of communication known to us, namely by a
word and words; or that he calls upon those who have heard his Word to speak it
to others. 3
Biblical truth must be strategically communicated from the teaching pastor in order to
purposely transform church culture. Crossway Church is an example of the importance of
preaching for cultural formation.
The researcher has witnessed the power of preaching in the communication of
four core phrases at Crossway. These core phrases have been intentionally used in his
church environment to shape its culture. Each of the phrases has been explained,
preached and talked about in a variety of church settings. These phrases are, “A
Community for the Curious,” “What goes on in church can’t stay in church,” “Come as
you are,” and “Leave changed.” These four phrases have been crucial in the shaping of
Crossway culture.
Ten years ago the Crossway Church community looked very different from what
it does today. At that time it was culturally similar to Grace, the evangelical church the
researcher experienced in his childhood. Today, while in many ways still in the infancy
of this transformation process, the Crossway culture for curious people is becoming an
ever-growing reality. For example, today the church is a community of faith that does not

3

John R. W. Stott, Between Two Worlds: The Art of Preaching in the Twentieth Century (Grand
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans Publishing, 1982), 15.
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often feel threatened by variant theological views. The church culture encourages people
to question, to dialogue, to challenge and to learn what the Bible has to say about truly
being Christian. People from Catholic, charismatic, Wesleyan, Reformed, Lutheran and
un-churched backgrounds all worship together as a community of faith. Unity in Christ
and diversity of the body is strongly encouraged as the church community journeys
together. What the culture does require is that people stay curious. Curiosity is not just
for those who are far from God, but also for those who are committed followers of Jesus
Christ. The curiosity one experiences as a pre-Christian or as a new Christian must
continue throughout one’s years of following Jesus Christ. Curious church communities
recognize they are wrong about some points of theology, justice issues, compassion
campaigns and spiritual formation. This keeps the whole church community praying,
learning and growing together-in other words it keeps them humble.
Another example of Crossway’s embrace of the four phrases is its new acceptance
of people regardless of appearance. It is now truly a “come just as you are” community
that does not measure a person’s spiritual maturity by his or her exterior. People are no
longer ostracized for their failure to adhere to a dress code. Similarly, the church
leadership is not concerned that a person is in the church building multiple times each
week as a badge of spirituality. What is of far greater concern is that what happens in the
church building does not stay in the church building. Crossway is the anti-Vegas church
that is attempting to live the motto, “what happens here does not stay here.” The culture
now encourages its attenders to live their transformed lives outside of the church’s four
walls.
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Crossway Church has not “arrived” at the point of perfection as a church
community. Rather, it is evolving into a church community that can best fulfill the Great
Commission. The culture is radically different from what the researcher experienced in
his youth and from the church’s culture of just ten years prior. This journey is one of
pain, struggle, joy and celebration. It is not a journey taken alone. Instead, children, teens,
young adults, the middle aged, and seniors are all learning together that, though people
might be different, Christ binds the church together, not preferences or theological
nuance. It is a journey that continues to be deeply influenced by the weekly preaching
ministry and has resulted in significant community impact.
The Importance of the Project to the Church at Large
One of the misguided emphases in many churches has been the obsession over
vision. As a lead pastor, the researcher has often been asked the question, “What is your
vision for the church?” This question is asked because vision has been the buzzword in
corporate America and corporate church leadership for several decades. The researcher
concedes the significance of vision, but it is not as important as many have been led to
believe. Whenever a group of pastors discuss vision, invariably Proverbs 29:18 in the
King James Version is quoted, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” But it is
always suspect to build a robust theology concerning vision from one verse and a singular
Hebrew word, chazon, that can be translated several ways. In the NIV chazon is
translated “revelation” and in the NLT it translated “divine guidance.” A clear and
compelling vision is central to driving any form of corporate change, but the emphasis on
church vision apart from church culture is misguided.
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Churches do not need a unique vision. In Matthew 28 Jesus has already given the
overarching vision for any biblically informed church. In what is often called “the Great
Commission,” Jesus charged the disciples, past and present, to go into the entire world
and make disciples. This statement establishes the vision for the church for all time. By
definition, to be a disciple is to follow a rabbi and, specifically in the Christian context, to
follow Jesus Christ. This means that all Christian disciples are to follow the vision that
Jesus gave for every church. Regardless of the unique way in which a local church’s
vision is stated, it ultimately must be about going into the world and making disciples as
Jesus commanded. The ways that this vision can be articulated are as diverse as the
number of individual congregations. The more interesting and important discussion is
why a church vision is articulated a particular way because that involves the culture of a
local church.
Thus, the question should not be “What is our vision?” but “What is the culture
we are called to create to fulfill the vision?” It is the culture that will drive the church,
draw a particular kind of person to the church and determine the kingdom impact of the
church. Creating a church culture that can progressively reach current North American
society requires church cultures that are diverse enough to make authentic disciples. Each
church needs many people, all part of the body of Christ, with many distinctions, unified
in their mutual love for Christ, each other, and the world. It is within this cultural reality
that un-churched people will find freedom to explore Christ and Christ followers will find
opportunity to grow as curious Christians, exploring the vastness of the Christian story.
It is language, the very words spoken in a church community, that offers some of
the greatest potential for establishing a particular church culture. Preachers shape cultural
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dynamics in the local church either on purpose or by accident. It is foundational that
preachers understand the power of intentional preaching to shape culture so that they can
align their preaching craft to facilitate the formation of biblically saturated cultural
values.
The Research
This research was qualitative in nature with case study as the primary research
model. Case study was used because of its investigative flexibility and ability to go
deeper into the stories of congregants who have personally experienced the unique
Crossway Church culture. The main tool used in this thesis was on-site interviews with
randomly chosen adult church attendees at Crossway Church. To supplement these initial
interviews, other interviews were undertaken by the researcher with three senior pastors
in the region who have strong preaching ministries and distinct church cultures. After this
step, the researcher created coded transcripts from each of these interviews. For
secondary data, the researcher examined scripture and theological resources, as well as
relevant literature that investigated preaching, rabbinic studies, organizational culture
studies, and communication.
Project Overview
The researcher first reviewed literature related to the study. He looked at studies
that described the influence of preaching on the shaping of culture. Then the researcher
examined the impact of the rabbinic model of communication on disciple-making and the
formation of culture. After this, the researcher engaged the field of homiletics and its
potential to influence cultural formation. Finally, the researcher looked at the role of
language in the shaping of organizational culture.
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The second step in the research was to design a questionnaire that could
determine whether the preaching at Crossway Church was actually having the impact the
researcher intended. The questionnaire measured the perceptions of the Crossway culture
from the viewpoint of church adherents. After the interviews were designed, the
researcher retained the services of a volunteer interviewer who was not the researcher. It
was important to have this volunteer interviewer so that interviewees did not feel under
any pressure to edit their answers due to the researcher’s position as their senior pastor.
The next step in the process was to transcribe and code interviews, analyzing them to
determine to what degree, if any, the congregants’ answers aligned with the culture that
the senior pastor desired to create through his preaching. Additionally a second coder
independently analyzed the transcriptions of the interviews. The researcher then
designed, conducted and analyzed interviews with three senior pastors concerning
preaching and church culture. Finally, the researcher analyzed and synthesized all of this
data in order to determine principles of preaching for the transformation of church
culture.
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CHAPTER TWO: BIBLICAL AND THEOLOGICAL FOUNDATIONS
FOR CULTURAL FORMATION THROUGH PREACHING
Biblical and Theological Basis
The primary biblical and theological basis for cultural formation through
preaching flows from the vision that Jesus gave the church (Matt. 28:19-20). This vision
of making disciples will only be accomplished as churches understand the crucial
importance of church culture. All churches have a culture, either by accident or on
purpose, and this culture has been formed in part by the ministry of preaching. Though
preaching for cultural formation is not explicit in the Bible, preaching as a necessity of
disciple-making in the church is clearly articulated. It is the culture of a church that will
determine if the commandment of Jesus to make disciples is fulfilled in a given location
for each generation.
Prophetic Ministry
Preaching is a foundational part of the prophetic ministry to which the church is
called. The ministry of preaching does not exist to maintain the status quo. It does not
exist so that the community of faith can identify with the prevailing culture. Nor does it
exist so that the community can hide from that culture. The preaching ministry creates in
the church culture a distinct community that operates as the people of God who engage
the will of God. This culture is echoed in the model of prayer that Jesus gave in
Matthew 6: that the Kingdom of God would come and the will of God would be manifest
in this culture (world) as it is perfectly so in heavenly reality. The culture that is
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established within a church community directly influences the culture that is outside that
church community. This is the call of the prophetic. This is the culture-transforming gift
of preaching. Walter Brueggemann articulates this in his classic work, The Prophetic
Imagination: “The task of prophetic ministry is to evoke an alternative community that
knows it is about different things in different ways. And that alternative community has a
variety of relationships with the dominant community.” 1 This alternative community is
the Kingdom of God manifest today. Born in the church community, it is compelled by
Jesus’ Great Commission and the Lord’s Prayer to go into the world and change the
larger culture in which it resides.
Preaching in the Old Testament
Frequently, biblical surveys on preaching begin with the New Testament. It is
important to briefly note that preaching God’s message did not originate with the New
Testament Church, but rather in the prophetic ministry of the Old Testament prophets.
The Jewish people thrived under the preaching of Haggai (Hag. 1:12-13). The cultural
impact of Haggai’s preaching is recorded: “The whole remnant of the people obeyed the
voice of the LORD their God and the message of the prophet Haggai” (Hag. 1:12). The
emphasis in verse twelve and verse thirteen is the impact of his preaching infusing the
word of God with the entire people group, not just on one individual. As a result of his
preaching the neglect of the Lord’s house was addressed and the work of restoration
began. The culture of the Jewish people moved from neglect to engagement in respect to
their corporate worship.

1

Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1978), 111.
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Nehemiah records that the Law was opened by Ezra and explained by the Levites,
being interpreted in a manner that was clear for the people to understand (Neh. 8:8). This
strong communication of the word of God led to a communal response of grief (Neh. 8:9)
because of the people’s collective sin. The early signs of oral communication’s impact on
culture are vividly seen in this story. As powerful and important as the act of rebuilding
of the wall was, it was the spoken communication of the scriptural Law that began the
people’s transformation.
Isaiah was anointed to preach the good news to the poor and broken of society
(Isa. 6:1). The preaching of Isaiah established a specific cultural idea in Jewish society as
to what the Messiah would be like and the times in which the Messiah would be revealed.
When God chose to deal with rebellious people he told Ezekiel to preach against those
who had been rebellious (Ezek. 20:46, 21:2). It was the preaching of Ezekiel, along with
that of other Old Testament prophets, that established a Jewish culture which understood
their captivity as punishment from God and created a corporate fear of the Lord.
The messages from the prophets of God were often saturated with themes of
judgment and condemnation. Jonah was charged by God to go to the corrupt city of
Nineveh, a sworn enemy of Jonah and his people, and preach against their cultural norms
(Jon. 1:2). The word of the Lord came to Jonah son of Amittai and commanded him to go
and preach to the great city of Nineveh. It was through the use of words that Jonah was
commanded and it was with words (preaching) that Jonah was to engage. When Jonah
came preaching in the power of God an entire city turned from decades of corruption,
believed God and fasted (Jon 3:4-10). The story of Jonah is one of the vibrant examples
of the power of preaching to specifically transform culture. In the story, the reader
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discovers that the city was large and it took Jonah three days to get the message across to
the entire population. His message was clear and simple. The text plainly describes how
the people believed God that the city would be destroyed in forty days if they did not turn
from their corrupt ways (Jon. 3:4-5). It was the power of God that transformed the people
but it was the spoken word that God used to reveal that power.
The great prophet John the Baptist also came preaching a powerful message of
repentance (Luke 3:18). 2 John came preaching, not performing miracles like some
prophets. Instead he clearly communicated the message of transformation to crowds of
people who were seeking to be baptized by him. This message was one of radical change
that would impact not just the individual but also the culture in which people resided. For
example, tax collectors were told to only collect what was required and soldiers heard
that they should not accuse people falsely (Luke 3:12-14). The preaching of John moved
people, transformed culture and eventually got him beheaded. Biblical preaching in the
tradition of the Old Testament prophet was clear, powerful, and transformational.
Something changed when prophets preached.
A common theme of cultural transformation through preaching emerges from all
of these examples. From the repentance of the city of Nineveh and the transformation of
the people of God after captivity, to the preaching of the prophet John that threatened a
king, communal, not just individual, transformation will occur when the community of
faith responds positively to the prophetic preaching message. In reality, the message
preached will shape the culture of a given church even if the communicator is unaware of
it. Therefore, the importance of intentionally determining what one says and
2
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understanding how culture is shaped by the words cannot be overstated if that culture is
to fulfill the biblical mandate of making disciples.
Preaching in the New Testament
The belief that preaching matters and that its craft is a crucial part of the
formation of church communities is woven throughout the entire biblical story. God
chose to reveal the Christian story in words spoken, written and incarnated. There are
many delivery systems to communicate the biblical story but none carry the unique
power of words. Malcolm Muggeridge in his work Christ and the Media writes, “The
Christian faith has come to us in words, not images…If it had come to us in images
instead of words, it would not have lived as it has.” It is in preaching that a church culture
can be appropriately formed, transforming people into committed followers of Jesus
Christ.
The Apostle Paul writes forcefully about the necessity of preaching. In
Romans 10 it is clear that if no one preaches, the opportunity for people to respond to
Christ has been vacated. In this letter Paul plainly articulates that hearing is predicated on
preaching. Further into the passage, the important phrase “faith comes from hearing the
message” is reemphasized (10:17). If churches are going to be communities of Christsaturated faith, they must be filled with people who are hearing the message of God that
is preserved in the biblical text.
People’s lives are being saturated daily with a multitude of messages that shape
their view of the world and the culture in which they reside. Unfortunately, many popular
cultural messages common in North American society (consumption, pragmatism,
individuality and power) are contrary to the culture that God is establishing in and
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through the church. If these messages are not countered with the powerful message of
God’s word clearly communicated regularly in a sermon and reinforced by the church
culture it forms, the message of the “system of the world” will overcome the message of
the Kingdom. Craig Brian Larson, in his writing on how the sermon gives worth to souls,
expounds on this theme:
No matter what our station, daily life in a fallen world is a walk through a gauntlet
of belittlement. Those who attend our churches are daily bombarded by false
values and beliefs that cheapen God’s creation, by personal slights and insults. …
They are subject to sins that mar God’s image within them. They suffer distorted
images of themselves that contradict God’s truth. … But then they hear anointed
preaching, and gravity reverses as people sense that upward pull of heaven. 3
A sermon has the potential to not only transform individuals but to create a
culture in a church community that corporately reverses the pull of a fallen world. In this
way, a sermon can catalyze a church’s culture, which then becomes the catalyst that
transforms its members. It is the role of preaching to communicate biblical truth for the
formation of the entire body of Christ. Clearly this is realized through the individual but
just as important is community transformation as evidenced by its culture.
While preaching is not the only gift that God has given to fulfill the purpose of
God’s church, it is unquestionably one of the most potent tools to shape church culture
for disciple-making vision. The power of preaching can be used to shape godly cultural
transformation or destructive cultural transformation. In Preaching That Connects, the
authors warn against the potentially destructive power of rhetoric:
It struck me afresh how dangerous good rhetoric can be—if we aren’t careful and
conscientious with the truth and fully committed to God’s purposes in our
preaching. … You can build a sermon on poor exegesis and illogic and, by means
of rhetoric, captivate an audience and gather a following. You can influence
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people in a merely human way. You can even successfully propagate lies, as did
Adolf Hitler. 4
History is littered with the destructive power of a gifted communicator who utilizes his or
her oratory skills to shape destructive corporate and national cultures. The awesome
constructive power of the spoken word is seen in the manner that God used to launch the
church. The history of the church begins in Acts through Holy Spirit-empowered
apostolic preaching: “Then Peter stood up with the Eleven, raised his voice and addressed
the crowd: ‘Fellow Jews and all of you who live in Jerusalem, let me explain this to you;
listen carefully to what I say’” (Acts 2:14). Peter’s sermon at Pentecost is a clear example
of a kerygma (proclamation) of the apostolic message. 5 It was through Peter’s preaching
that the church and the culture of the church began to emerge as the God-ordained
organism for the message of Jesus Christ to be known.
There are several words in the scriptures used to denote some form of preaching.
The most prevalent words to describe preaching are kerysso, which carries with it the
idea of proclamation (Matt. 3:1) as in the case of a decree. Euaggelizo refers to preaching
the good news (Acts 15:35). Martyreo, which means to testify, is a legal term which
refers to a first-hand account (1 Thess. 3:2). Finally, didasko is the word that is used to
express teaching as in Matthew 28:20. 6 Each of these verbs represents the public and
spoken communication of the message of Christ in the New Testament. Each of these
words informs a general understanding of what it means to preach. Because of the many
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words used for preaching in the scriptures, a singular definition of preaching is rarely
agreed upon. The difficulty of one complete definition for preaching is articulated by
Haddon Robinson: “Preaching is a living interaction involving God, the preacher, and the
congregation, and no definition can pretend to capture the dynamic.” 7
At the heart of the apostolic message and all examples of New Testament
preaching is the centrality of Christ. It would not be an overstatement to see all New
Testament preaching as deeply Christological in focus and approach. The centrality of
Christ in preaching is brought forth through the clarity of the message and methodology.
Preaching that impacts the given culture of a congregation must be clearly understood by
the congregants as was Peter’s preaching at Pentecost. Biblical accuracy without clarity
will not purposefully impact church culture in a desired direction. If a preacher hopes to
establish a “Great Commission” culture of making disciples he or she must be Christocentric in message and comprehensible in communication.
There is no indication in scripture that Peter preached in some mystery language
at Pentecost. His address would have been in either Aramaic or the Hebrew language that
many of the Pentecost adherents would have understood. Even the miraculous gift of
glossolalia from the Holy Spirit at Pentecost was about clarity and understanding, not
confusion (Acts 2:14-40). Biblical preaching is expositional in the sense that it emerges
from the text. But it is also listener-sensitive as it speaks in a manner that is clear to the
given audience. Donald Sunukjian puts it this way: “The Bible is God’s voice, spanning
the ages. The role of the biblical preacher is to echo that voice in this generation.” 8
7
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Sunukjian’s phrase “in this generation” is as important as “the Bible is God’s voice.” If a
preacher is only concerned with biblical accuracy and has no concern for his or her given
audience, he or she is not engaging in biblical preaching. The concern for both biblical
accuracy and the perspective of the listener is clear in the origin of the Acts church. After
Peter preached, about 3,000 people accepted the message and were baptized. God could
have chosen many different ways to launch the church. Peter could have performed a
miracle or the apostles could have led small group dialogical meetings. Yet, it was the
Holy Spirit’s empowerment of the spoken word preached that God used to the launch the
church.
Following Peter’s proclamation and the subsequent baptism, the biblical account
presents an outline of the activity of the church. The church met together regularly and
devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching (Acts 2:42). R. N. Longenecker writes,
“The verb translated ‘devoted’ (proskartereo) is a common one that connotes a steadfast
and single-minded fidelity to a certain course of action. Luke uses it elsewhere in Acts to
characterize the devotion of the 120 in the upper room to prayer.” 9 The apostolic teaching
was a foundational aspect of what the church was to be fully committed to in an ongoing
way and not a singular act. This devotion to apostolic teaching was inaugurated in Acts,
spanned the entire New Testament account and has continued throughout two thousand
years of church history.
Though often seen as irrelevant and timeworn in modern twenty-first century
American culture, preaching has always been and always will be one of the core aspects
to which the church must devote itself. John Stott expounds on the supremacy of
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apostolic preaching: “That the apostles after Pentecost gave priority to the ministry of
preaching is specifically stated in Acts 6. They resisted the temptation to get involved in
other forms of service, in order to devote themselves to prayer and the ministry of the
word.” 10 There will always be a temptation by pastors to fill their time with what appears
to be pressing and relevant. Often these do not include the diligent and systematic study
of the Bible for public proclamation. Yet to diminish the role of preaching is to risk
forfeiting the cultural formation of a given church to the cultural winds of the age,
seriously limiting the power of God in the community of faith.
The importance of preaching for the New Testament church continued after
Pentecost. The tradition of preaching the Word was handed down from the apostles to the
first pastors and bishops of the church. In 2 Timothy 4:2, Paul challenges Timothy to
“preach the word; be ready in season and out of season.” The role of the preacher is not
to proclaim ideas emerging from himself or herself, but to be a means of heralding the
message of God. Warren W. Wiersbe writes:
The word preach means to preach like a herald. In Paul’s day, a ruler had a special
herald who made announcements to the people. He was commissioned by the
ruler to make his announcements in a loud, clear voice so everyone could hear. He
was not an ambassador with the privilege of negotiating; he was a messenger with
a proclamation to be heard and heeded. … Timothy was to herald God’s Word
with the authority of heaven behind him. 11
From the very beginning, the oral communication of God’s story to a gathering of people
has been a fundamental part of the church and its ability to make disciples in the world.
Preaching is largely a corporate experience that shapes a corporate culture. It is
true that much of the preaching of the last fifty years has focused on “what the Bible is
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saying to me” or “what is the preacher saying about the Bible for me.” But preaching,
like the Bible itself, is a proclamation to a community, not to an individual. This point is
crucial to the researcher’s contention that preaching is a core culture creator of a church
community. Peter Adams writes concerning the preoccupation with “the Bible for me”
message in contrast to “the Bible for the community”:
The preoccupation with personal and individual application probably begins when
we do one-to-one evangelism; it is fueled by Enlightenment teaching about the
autonomy of the individual, and by our society’s existentialist concern for
personal growth and development; and it is facilitated by the availability of Bibles
for individuals to own and read on their own. But the Bible’s main address is to
the community of faith, the church. If this is what the Bible is doing, then
preaching that is true to the Bible will follow its lead, and aim for corporate
edification, unity, maturity and growth, as described in Ephesians 4. 12
It follows that the communal message of the Bible, communicated orally through the
communal delivery system of preaching, has the potential to shape the communal culture
of a church. The community of faith is living a corporate story that impacts and is being
impacted by the culture of the church. The intent of the preacher should be to both affect
the individual listener and shape the culture of the church through the corporate story that
God has preserved in the biblical text, bringing it into the church culture.
Erwin McManus writes, “Stories both define and direct.” It is story that defines
the communal culture and in turn that culture informs the story of each person in the
community. The cultural formation words that a pastor speaks are shorthand for the
stories they represent. It is not so much the words that have power but the stories
associated with the words. Stories make sense to people and embed values into their lives
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in a manner that is reproducible. 13 While preachers are storytellers more than anything
else, they do not tell their own stories or stories they create. Instead, they communicate
the eternal story preserved in the biblical text. It is the proper handling of this story that
will create a given church culture. In regard to the role of church leaders as storytellers,
McManus reminds the leader of this important truth:
Leaders must choose their stories carefully. Of course, in this we Christians have
an advantage. The Bible is full of great stories, and locked within those stories are
the core values that God desires to pass on to his people. Ultimately, the Bible is
one great story. It is the story of God’s activity in human history, both of his
creation of all that exists and of his redemption of his people. This story is so big,
so rich, and so profound that it requires many stories to be wrapped around it to
give it proper texture and depth. 14
When the preacher, as the church’s primary corporate communicator, engages
God’s story and translates it to the congregation with an eye on cultural formation, a
community of faith can embrace Gods kingdom purpose. It is not enough to just preach
exegetically sound sermons. One must also preach sermons that shape the culture of a
church toward its unique God-given role in fulfilling the vision of making disciples in the
world.
The Power of Language
Language is a gift of power. The Bible never underestimates the crucial nature of
language. Repeatedly the Bible illustrates the constructive and destructive aspects of the
words that people say. The power of words is a timeless truth. The early church struggled
with the damaging use of words in the church community. This struggle was highlighted
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as a major theme in the Letter of James concerning the destructive power that words can
wield. James states the supremacy of the tongue:
Not many of you should become teachers, my fellow believers, because you know
that we who teach will be judged more strictly. We all stumble in many ways.
Anyone who is never at fault in what they say is perfect, able to keep their whole
body in check. When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us,
we can turn the whole animal. Or take ships as an example. Although they are so
large and are driven by strong winds, they are steered by a very small rudder
wherever the pilot wants to go. Likewise, the tongue is a small part of the body,
but it makes great boasts. Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small
spark. The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It
corrupts the whole body, sets the whole course of one’s life on fire, and is itself
set on fire by hell (James 3:1-6).
There are very few passages of scripture as vivid as this one in James, which uses several
poignant images to impress on the reader the nearly limitless power of language. What is
said has the potential to create an unhealthy culture of destructive reality or create healthy
cultures of healing, truth, creativity and inspiration.
The way leaders in the church preach, teach and communicate directly impacts
the church culture, either for the people’s harm or healing. It is the power and opportunity
of language to positively define, create, and imagine a world that is currently experienced
and has yet to be experienced. Eugene Peterson writes:
Language, all of it—every vowel, every consonant—is a gift of God. God uses
language to create and command us; we use language to confess our sins and sing
praises to God. … There is a lot more to speaking than getting the right words and
pronouncing them correctly. Who we are and the way we speak make all the
difference. 15
In other words, Peterson makes the case that a person’s speech is so important that it is
inextricably tied to his or her very being.
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Cultural reality is understood by looking to the collective past story as well as to
the current situation. Language enables people to make sense of the world in which they
live, but language does even more, it uniquely enables people to envision that which has
not yet occurred. How people speak of the past and of the present creates the culture in
which decisions are made. Claire Kramsch writes, “Language is intimately linked not
only to the culture that is and the culture that was, but also to the culture of the
imagination that governs people’s decisions and actions far more than we may think.” 16
What people say, how they say it, and the frequency of communication has a
tremendous impact on the cultural dynamics a person experiences in a given
organization. For example, if congregants continually hear from the church leadership
that giving a specific percentage of their income ensures that God will bless them and if
this statement is reinforced with specific historical stories of God’s perceived blessing
along with instructions concerning what they should give (future actions), a particular
cultural reality will be formed. Often messages like these come from church cultures
labeled the “health and wealth gospel” or the “prosperity gospel.” The church culture this
prosperity gospel creates has proven to impact the financial habits of their members,
generating enormous amounts of money for their church leaders. This is not to suggest
that the prosperity gospel is a positive or correct example of what an authentic church
culture should look like, it is merely a well-recognized, common example of the power of
words to shape communal culture resulting in individual actions.
John Wesley is an excellent historical example of the transformational power of
oral communication to affect culture. Wesley is said to have preached 42,000 sermons in
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England, Scotland and Ireland. His preaching transformed the religious culture of the
middle and lower class in England. His preaching positively transformed the corrupt legal
court system, the poor prison system, and many laws that oppressed the lower class.
Historian Earle Cairns highlights the massive impact of Wesley’s preaching:
Historians readily acknowledge that Methodism ranks with the French Revolution
and the Industrial Revolution as one of the great historical phenomena of the
century, and some subscribe to the idea that Wesley’s preaching saved England
from a revolution similar to that of France. 17
The cultural revolution brought about by Wesley’s preaching so impacted the
surrounding culture that it may have prevented a devastating political revolution from
occurring in England. The words that people orally communicate are core culture creators
for organizational and societal transformation. What is said and how it is said is one of
the clear gifts that God has given humanity to transform culture.
The Power of Language in the Broader Biblical Story
The power of preaching and spoken words is illustrated beginning with the
biblical creation narrative and moving throughout the entire biblical story in dynamic
fashion. Jeffrey Arthurs writes,
The Bible’s depiction of preaching as a mighty power arises from a robust
theology of God’s Word. By words, God created the heavens and earth. He spoke,
and it was so. By words he crushes and blesses. He speaks, and it comes to pass.
His words are not merely vibrations of the atmosphere causing sympathetic
vibrations in our inner ear; nor are they simply dashes and dots, squiggles and
slashes of ink on paper. Rather, they are a creative force that embodies and
produces his will. … Biblical preaching releases the dynamic spiritual power of
the Word to enlighten and woo us from the world. By preaching, he makes us his
body, the church. 18
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From creation to Babel to the incarnation of the Word, it is through the power of
language and specifically spoken language that God has chosen to move. God has
selected the power of the spoken word to shape the culture of the church for the purposes
of Kingdom work.
The story of the tower of Babel reveals the unique and nearly limitless power of
common language (Gen. 11:1-9). The thrust of the story is not to explain the origin of
different languages but to focus on the destructive potential of human ingenuity when a
community is able to work together through common understanding (common language).
In the story a singular language is the catalyst for the power of a people group to become
like gods. The desire to build a tower for all to see was rooted in sinful hubris.
It is important to see that the culprit in the story is not language but how broken
people chose to use the unbounded potential of language. According to the biblical text, a
unified language created a people who could accomplish nearly anything. Because of the
destructive potential a common language posed to humanity, God came down and
confused that language. God did not mock the audacious building project but clearly
recognized the tremendous potential of unified human engineering when collaboration
was possible through common communication. Hamilton writes, “There is no suggestion
that he views it as joke. He does not laugh at them or ridicule them. Rather, he takes the
scheme quite seriously. In fact, if something is not done to abort the project, the
consequences can be far-reaching.” 19 Confusing their language unequivocally stunts the
astonishing potential of the builders.
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Daniel L. Everett contrasts what he calls “the Hebrew myth of Babel” with the
Greek myth of Prometheus. The Prometheus myth gives a glimpse into the power of fire
and the problems that fire was meant to solve. According to the Greek myth, Prometheus
assigned Epimetheus the role of providing all creatures with various resources of strength
from wings to fur. When it came to creating human beings Prometheus felt that there
were not many good powers left so he gave humanity the ability to stand upright and
create fire. The power of language is noticeably absent in the Prometheus creation story.
The Hebrew story is also a story of human power but differs greatly from the
Greek story. Everett writes, “The Hebrews’ scriptures recognize that the power of
language is greater than that of fire. The Hebrew god is not threatened by humans’
control of fire, but rather by their ability to talk to one another.” 20 This power of the
spoken word to create and destroy is highlighted early on in the biblical narrative. When
a community of faith is hearing and in turn speaking a common cultural language, the
transformational power of that community to change its culture and the broader society is
expanded.
It is important to note that Jesus, whose words are foundational to the
transformation of lives, established the core understanding of what it means to be
Christian, yet he never wrote down a word. Jesus utilized the power of oral
communication to reveal the Kingdom of God as he called the first disciples to follow
him. The Book of Mark was the first written Gospel and introduces Jesus as a preacher
announcing that the Kingdom has come near, challenging the listener to repent and
believe. The book ends with Jesus commanding his disciples to preach the gospel to all
20
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creation. It is not an accident that preaching bookends the story of Jesus’ life in the
Gospel of Mark.
The Apostle Paul writes that “all scripture is God-breathed” and the first aspect of
the scripture’s usefulness is teaching (2 Tim. 3:16). This text reveals that Scripture is
intended to be read and communicated for a clear purpose. Teaching and preaching are
not ends in themselves but are to lead to equipping people for every good work.
Preaching is not a discipline of purely cognitive engagement but a part of holistic
formation, which includes cultural transformation. In other words, it is not just
communicating orthodox information that enables congregation to wax eloquently about
its biblical knowledge.
Michael Quicke sees preaching as a 360-degree event of speaking, listening,
seeing and doing that empowers the community of faith. Regarding the last stage of
preaching “doing” he writes, “This final stage crowns the entire purpose of the preaching
swim. Preaching is about new things happening, about dead bones coming alive, about
God’s Word making a difference—returning to him. If nothing happens, it is a waste of
breath.” 21 Preaching is communicating the truth to people about God and his story in a
manner that inspires tangible change in the world. Preaching changes people and the
transformation of people creates a particular culture in a church community that, in turn,
transforms more people. This cycle of transformation is derived, in part, in and through
cultural formation influenced by the preaching craft. The power of language in the
biblical story is the power to renovate people and culture. This is why the communication
of scripture for transformation is central to Jewish thinking.
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Rabbinic Discipleship and Language
The Jewish understanding of disciple making is useful to better understand how
communication and preaching in particular influence the culture of a church. The phrase
“my teacher” or “my great one” in Hebrew is “rabbi.” When a follower of a rabbi, called
“a disciple,” would refer to the rabbi he would understand the rabbi literally as “my
master teacher of great learning.” The rabbi was one who had complete knowledge of the
Bible, as well as the Mishnah and Gemara that made up the Talmud. Before the two parts
of the Talmud were written down they had been passed verbally on from generation to
generation and were called the Oral Torah. A rabbi would not only have read the Torah
but would have memorized it and regularly orally communicated it accurately in his
teachings. In Jesus’ day, an era referred to by biblical scholars as “Second Temple
Judaism,” a rabbi was a male who committed his life to study and teaching the Torah.
First-century Jews had a deep longing to honor God by observing the Mosaic law. Doug
Greenwald writes, “In the world of Pharisaism, rabbis were the teachers who were given
the authoritative role to interpret God’s Word for living a righteous life—that is, defining
for their disciples what behavior would or would not honor God.” 22 This meant anyone in
the role of rabbi was a core influencer for the formation of Jewish culture serving as
interpreter, teacher and group leader.
The people of his day referred to Jesus as “teacher” and “rabbi.” In fact, the word
“rabbi” is used in association with Jesus sixteen times. It was not until the second
century, at the time of Johanan ben Zakkai, that rabbi became an official title and term of
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formal address. 23 Rabbi was still a generic term in the time of Jesus for a man who was
passionate about Torah study and who gathered disciples around him. The Mishnah
stated that no person should use the Torah as a means of acquiring wealth; therefore
rabbis were associated with various occupations from blacksmith to tanner to carpenter. 24
Rabbis spent their time interpreting the Torah, teaching in the synagogues and
explaining scripture, often through stories called “parables.” Study sessions were
frequently conducted outside in fields, in the market, or on the side of the road. 25 Rabbis
gathered disciples, modeling and teaching them Torah living in everyday circumstances.
A rabbi could have a small group of a few followers or like Jesus and some other rabbis
could have hundreds. Though learning did take place in a “classroom synagogue,” this
was not the primary manner in which a rabbi would impart Torah wisdom to his student
disciples. Rabbis often used the created world and real life experiences as teaching
moments with their disciples. Oral communication of scriptural stories and Jewish
tradition were sprinkled with illustrations from the concrete world in which the disciples
lived.
The Rabbi as Teacher
Jesus’ teaching style was very similar to the style of many rabbis of his day. Like
Jesus, ancient rabbis used several key methods in their teaching. This included repetition,
memorization, spontaneous learning, music, parables and object lessons. All this involved
a large time commitment and a high respect for the written Word. These elements were
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incorporated into the rabbi’s learning environment. Many of these elements are still
crucial for the formation of culture today.
Parables were one of the most common teaching methods used. The parabolic
teaching model, using short stories, riddles, fables and allegories, revealed the nature of
God. The parable took that which was incomprehensible (God) and orally communicated
God in a manner that would be comprehensible to the common listener.
The reality of God is revealed in the word-pictures of a parable. Jesus and the
rabbis of old taught about God by using concrete illustrations that reach the heart
through the imagination. They challenged the mind on the highest intellectual
level by using simple stories that made common sense out of the complexities of
religious faith and human experience. 26
Deep parables that convincingly “stuck” with their audiences were a major teaching tool
of all rabbis. This kind of communication was common for rabbis and their disciples,
strongly shaping the whole culture of disciple making. Spangler and Tverberg write,
You may be surprised to learn that Jesus was not the only rabbi who told parables.
Most rabbis used traditional motifs, themes that shed light on the parables Jesus
told. For instance, parables often included a character who represents God—a
king, a shepherd, or a farmer with a vineyard. The rabbis drew these images of
God directly from scripture. 27
Many similarities exist between Jesus’ parables and those of his contemporary
rabbis. For example, Spangler and Tverberg point out the following parable that closely
resembles Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep:
Consider what one rabbi said: “When a sheep strays from the pasture, who seeks
whom? Does the sheep seek the shepherd, or the shepherd seek the sheep?”
Obviously, the shepherd seeks the sheep. In the same way, the Holy One, blessed
be He, looks for the lost. 28
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As common as parabolic teaching was in ancient rabbinic culture, the depth and creativity
of Jesus’ parables reveal his unique genius. One-third of the preserved teachings of Jesus
in the Synoptic Gospels are in parable form. 29
The use of parables in Jesus’ teaching was used for multiple purposes. Jesus was
often speaking to an audience made up of a blend of receptive and unreceptive people.
The parable became a means to separate those who were truly curious from those who
were attempting to discredit him. The parable was a way to challenge the hearer in a
manner that would not, as Jesus stated, “cast the holy things to dogs or throw the pearls
of truth before swine.” Parables uniquely empower the truly open listener to embrace
deeper truth while leaving the antagonist befuddled. In the Teaching Techniques of Jesus,
author Herman Harrell Horne expounds,
Some of the mental effects of the parable are: It holds attention through interest; it
presents a mental challenge to discover the meaning (it is a kind of puzzle one
wants to solve); there may be surprise at the turn the story takes. … One’s
personal pride may be piqued; it may release effort of will if a personal
application is made; and it is an aid to memory. It may give offense if one feels
that there is an indirect personal thrust. 30
Parables, ancient and modern, are an essential tool in the communicator’s toolbox
to clearly and powerfully communicate biblical truth for individual and corporate cultural
transformation.
Another key rabbinic teaching method was repetition. Repetition is foundational
to any learning process, regardless of culture, but it was especially important in first
century Judah, due to the oral nature of transmitting culture and values. What is repeated
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is most often internalized. This is true for healthy and unhealthy habits. The choices one
makes over and over again create a neurological “groove” in one’s brain. These grooves
create habits, either godly or destructive and addictive. The brain operates like a muscle,
learning and remembering what is repeated. In this way, repetition is a form of cognitive
muscle memory. 31
Therefore, when the Bible commands in Deuteronomy 6:7 to talk about the laws
of God to one’s children in every aspect of life, the clear importance of repetition is seen
millennia before the scientific discoveries of neuroscience. Additionally, Paul’s mandate
in Romans 12 to renew the mind is in part accomplished through repetition. Contrary to
some trendy learning methods that concern themselves exclusively with access to new
information it was not the depth or even breadth of knowledge but the repetition of what
one already knew that was effective in disciple making and subsequently cultural
formation. This repetition of biblical themes that was so prevalent in rabbinic disciple
making is fundamental to preaching for cultural transformation. It is the creative
repetition of themes, stories and concepts in the preaching craft that will impact the
culture of a given church community, much like the use of repetition in rabbinic teaching.
Memorization is closely associated with repetition and was a necessary part of the
rabbi-disciple relationship. Because most of what was communicated was oral tradition,
there was a strict adherence to memorization. Through memorization, the words spoken
by rabbis could be repeated in the mind of their disciples during their time away from the
rabbi.
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Memorization featured prominently in the rabbinic tradition that Jesus was part
of. It was this focus on memorization that meant the message of the Gospels could be
accurately written down two decades after the resurrection of Jesus. His disciples had
done their job of memorizing his words. One instance in which the importance of
memorization is seen is in Jesus’ imaginative and repetitive teaching about the qualities
of the Kingdom of God. Again and again, Jesus would repeat “the Kingdom of God or
Heaven is like” (Matt. 13:24-52, 18:23, 20:1, 22:2; Mark 4:26-30, Luke 13:18). Many of
his repeated parables, along with the repeated phrases in the Sermon on the Mount,
enabled the disciples to memorize these core truths for internalization and future
communication. Jesus’ transferable teaching methodology mirrors the common rabbinic
style of the day and created a unique culture among his followers. Memorization and
repetition have become foundational teaching tools for the preacher in the transformation
of church culture.
Using concrete objects was another method used in oral communication by rabbis.
Items that were readily available to the rabbi became instruments of instruction. When
Jesus talked about the heart of God for those who have gone astray like a sheep that was
lost (Luke 12:1-7), he used images that were very prevalent in the culture. Such objects
would solidify the lessons in his disciples’ minds, since they are associated with what can
be seen. Visualized words have the power to “stick” in the mind of the listeners. In
Conversations That Win the Complex Sale, the authors call these object lessons “Big
Pictures”:
The reason you should use Big Pictures has nothing to do with how good you are
at talking, and it has nothing to do with how smart your prospects are. The reason
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you need to use Big Pictures is that they simplify a complex message and make
abstract ideas concrete. 32
A vast majority of Jesus’ teachings were associated with some kind of image
because these images enabled the listener to understand the abstract concepts of the
Kingdom of God. Jesus’ teaching on giving to Caesar what is Caesar’s and to the Lord
what is the Lord’s (Mark 12:17) was communicated with the use of a coin. The teaching
about giving that is acceptable to God occurred while the disciples watched people giving
money to the temple (Mark 12:41-44). Jesus’ teaching on spiritual thirst was given while
a woman came to draw water from a well (John 4:1-26).
The power of oral communication, combined with image, is very Jewish. More
relevant for today, such communication is vital if a preacher desires to communicate with
power, to make the message “sticky” for the listener, and consequently to impact church
culture. Images are a catalyst in the formation of church culture. 33
When Jesus came, he came preaching. It was in large part his preaching that
attracted the crowds, drawing many to become his disciples. Puritan Thomas Goodwin
wrote: “God has only one Son and he made him a preacher.” 34 As churches seek to make
an impact on society, attention must paid to the importance of the preaching craft for the
cultural formation of the church community. The communicator that recognizes the
tremendous impact of the sermon to shape culture will better equip the church to become
the community of faith that can go into the entire world and make disciples.
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The oral methods of the rabbi’s communication style were foundational to the
Jewish disciple-making culture, the primary means by which the entire culture at large
was formed. Because of this context, Jesus was able to have enormous impact without
ever having to write down a word. This testifies to the power of the spoken word to shape
culture.
Hebrew Learning
It is essential to understand the Hebrew view of knowledge in order to be
convinced of the power of oral communication to shape culture. It exists in sharp
distinction from Hellenistic thinking that has influenced our modern approach to learning.
In modern society, knowledge is generally understood to be information that is
cognitively known. One assumes to know another person if he or she is acquainted with
that person’s name, address, vocation, family size and kind of car. One assumes to know
the Bible if one can name the 66 books and four Gospels and can find the location of the
flood narrative. However, in Hebrew thinking to “know” something was to experience it,
not just to intellectualize it. To know someone was to share in an intimate relationship
with him or her. The Hebrew word yada, “to know,” means “to encounter, experience,
and share in an intimate way.” 35 When the Bible says that a man may know a woman, it
is speaking about sexual intercourse, not just cognitive information. This word was not
necessarily always sexual, but it did mean to fully experience in a highly intimate
manner.
We think of knowledge in terms of facts—used towards proving or
disproving. That sort of knowledge runs into problems quickly in Scripture. There
is no concern with disproving or proving the fact of—or the existence of
God. God simply is. The Bible’s concern is with relationship—knowing God
35
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deeply—even intimately. “The Hebrew view is that ‘knowledge of God’ (da’at
elohim) is having a life in relationship with him.” 36
The Hebrew understanding of knowing intersects with the rabbinic philosophy of
interacting with disciples. The word yada on seven occasions is translated “to teach,” “to
instruct,” or “to lead.” In the Old Testament, on two occasions, the word yada is
specifically connected to physical actions of flailing and using or playing a musical
instrument. 37 People at the time would not consider it legitimate disciple-making if a
disciple just intellectually knew what the rabbi knew. Such a follower would not be seen
as a true disciple. Learning, being and doing for the disciple was always fused together in
the intimate, experiential relationship between rabbis, disciples and the yeshiva (a group
of disciples learning under a rabbi).
The singular goal of a rabbi was to foster followers, called “disciples,” who would
carry on his teaching to another generation. The emphasis, in contrast to the modern
university system, was not just about information exchange for a given vocation but
rather was focused on moral living. Tverberg writes, “The mission of a rabbi was to
become a living example of what it means to apply God’s word to one’s life.” 38 The rabbi
was not interested in the student getting an “A” on some written or oral exam but was
instead deeply concerned that his disciples holistically became like the rabbi. Similarly,
the purpose of preaching is to shape the person and community of people receiving the
sermon, and in this role, the sermon shapes church culture.
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Making disciples was a top priority for rabbis before the time of Jesus. The great
rabbi Hillel raised up seventy disciples between 20 BC and AD 10. In the line of Hillel,
Rabbi Akiva raised up five disciples but had thousands more who followed him to learn
Torah. Jesus followed this great tradition by raising up twelve disciples, but also had
hundreds who learned Torah from him. Instead of writing a book (very few rabbis ever
wrote a book), Jesus grounded his teaching in the oral method of preserving tradition.
This method involved a mentorship model in the context of both small and large
groups. 39
This ancient context highlights the importance of preaching. Taking its cue from
the ancient rabbinic tradition of teaching for cultural formation, the modern sermon can
become much more than a method to merely transfer information. It has the potential to
engage the world of authentic transformation. The culture, formed in part through
preaching, becomes an environment for disciples of Jesus Christ to learn, live and act out
a holistic faith.
Summary
In the Great Commission, Jesus Christ has clearly stated the timeless vision for
his church. The crucial question for a local church is not, “what is the vision of the
church?” Rather, it is “what is the culture that each church is called to create in order to
fulfill that vision?” The language, specifically oral communication, that is used by a
given local church has a vast impact on its culture. Language is a central theme in the
biblical story throughout Scripture, as highlighted in many narratives and passages,
including the Tower of Babel story, the spoken words of the prophets, the teachings of
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Jesus, Peter’s message at Pentecost, and James’s clear warning about the power of
spoken language. Language is a gift that God has given to shape the culture of the local
church.
Throughout the Old and New Testaments, the public communication of God’s
word has been foundational for the establishment of both Judaism and the early church.
This communication, this preaching, is at its core all about change. When a message is
preached something always needs to change in an individual’s life or in the ethos of a
community. That change could be anything from forming a truer picture of God, treating
one another better, or conforming more closely to the unique purpose of a local church.
Throughout the Old Testament, preachers called the people of Israel and the Gentile
nations to turn back to God, to care for the oppressed and turn from selfish ways. In the
New Testament, this idea continues with the preaching of John the Baptist and the
parables of Jesus. The Book of Acts, the Epistles and Hebrews carry this theme forward
in their unfolding revelation of Jesus Christ as the Messiah, their definitions of what a
disciple is like, and in their launch of the church.
Jews have historically understood the power of words. This is seen in the unique
Hebrew understanding of education and specifically in their ancient discipleship
practices. Knowledge conveyed in words, stories, repetition, memorization and object
lessons shaped their culture of learning and discipleship making, because words were
seen as active and powerful. This same approach can be applied to today’s church and to
modern society. Words still have power to transform culture. Just as preaching was an
indispensible part of the biblical narrative, of shaping the Hebrew people and of
establishing the church, it remains an indispensable part of the life of today’s local
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church. The church already has its vision, to make disciples. Preaching will shape its
culture so that it can fulfill this vision.
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CHAPTER THREE: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
Congregations have a specific culture that is impacted by many variables. If one
aspect of a congregation is changed, the entire organization is affected. Fayette Breaux
Veverka explains:
It is helpful to think of congregations as open systems. Congregations are
dynamic organizational wholes shaped by the interaction of their various
interrelated parts. Changes in any one part of the system will eventually have an
impact on the functioning of the whole. They are “open” in the sense that they can
respond to new ideas and information and adapt to changing situations both
internally and in relation to their environment. 1
The preaching ministry is one of those parts that shape the culture of the whole.
Preaching is often experienced by more of the congregation than smaller venues, such as
Sunday School classes or home groups. Because of the broader audience it has the
potential to become a primary culture formation tool for the entire church. It is an
essential culture creator. In order to grasp the impact of preaching on church culture, one
must understand the modern theories of homiletics, culture and language to engage
preaching for cultural transformation.
Homiletics
Homiletics, at its core, is the use of rhetoric to communicate publicly to a group
of people. For the specific purposes of this thesis it is defined as the public, oral
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communication of the Bible through the distinctiveness of the communicator.
“Distinctiveness of the communicator” refers to the unique wiring of the individual
preacher. This thesis is not designed to evaluate whether one person’s unique
communication style is more effective than another’s; although an effective
communicator must be self-aware.
The four basic quadrants of preaching philosophy were briefly highlighted. Each
quadrant is effective to shape church culture within the distinctive of the individual
communicator. The principles that emerge from this thesis can be used in any of the
quadrant and incorporated into the distinctive personality of any preacher. The most
effective corporate communicator discovers his or her natural voice and aligns it with a
philosophy of preaching for the formation of culture. This maximizes effective
transformation of culture.
The Preaching Craft
Oral communication, in this case preaching, is vastly different from written
language, as it requires a different manner of engaging, listening and responding. In
addition, preaching unlike other forms of public speaking traffics both in the world of
oral communication and in the world of revelation. Eugene Peterson writes,
Language is primarily a means of revelation, both for God and for us. Using
words, God reveals himself to us. Using words, we reveal ourselves to God and to
one another. By means of language, the entire cycle of speaking and listening,
both God and his Word-created men and women are able to reveal vast interiors
otherwise inaccessible to us. 2
The Christian preacher engages a reality in which the spoken word is not birthed
within his or her own consciousness. Instead, this reality has been revealed to him or her
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through the written word of God. The homilist transfers the written word, which
ironically originated in the oral tradition, and communicates its truth through his or her
unique personality to a communal audience. Karl Barth, in his seminal work on
preaching, expounds on the origin and role of preaching,
Preaching is the Word of God, which he himself speaks, claiming for the purpose
the exposition of a biblical text in free human words that are relevant to
contemporaries by those who are called to do this in the church that is obedient to
its commission. Preaching is the attempt enjoined upon the church to serve God’s
own Word, through one who is called thereto, by expounding a biblical text in
human words and making it relevant to contemporaries in intimation of what they
have to hear from God himself. 3
Barth understands that preaching is impacted deeply by the one who is engaging in it.
The personality, language, philosophy and context of the individual preacher shape the
message of the Bible. For Barth, being “true” to the biblical text is understanding how
one, as the transmitter of the text, shapes its interpretation in a given cultural context.
Preaching is not just science or art, but the triangulation of science, art and theology.
Preaching through the prism of an individual is used to transform people individually and
communally, ultimately defining cultural nuances.
Homiletics and the Community
The preacher does not communicate exclusively to an individual but to a
community of people. Language directed to an individual is a basic part of life, yet it
would be a critical mistake to suggest that how one speaks in a conversation over coffee
with a friend is the same as how one speaks standing before a crowd. Preaching varies
from one-to-one communication in many ways, including their different speed of
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transitions, their different use of non-verbal elements, and different employment of
physical movement.
This difference is seen when one observes how group consciousness is unable to
quickly switch subject matters the way a person can in one on one communication. Two
friends talking with each other can easily move between the topics of parenting, weather,
sports, finances and weekend plans within a few minutes with both individuals clearly
following. In a group, the move from one topic to the next must be carefully planned and
occur more slowly. If the communicator does not pay special attention to the transitions
between aspects of a sermon, the crowd may become stuck on one aspect of the message
or may even become completely lost. The impression that a public communicator can
carry on a “natural conversation” with his or her audience, much like two friends at a
coffee shop, is naïve, ignoring the dynamics of how a group hears.
Another difference is in the use of non-verbal elements. The one-to-one setting is
uniquely engaged through a more intimate, non-verbal communication that reinforces or
contrasts what is being orally spoken. Non-verbal communication is an important
component of preaching, but it is experienced in a less personal and irregular manner
than in a one-to-one conversation.
Physical movement varies greatly between the two forms of communication. In
both it aids in the clarity of the message, but it is more critical to the success of a
corporate message because it helps the listener visualize sections of the sermon. This
component is less necessary in one-to-one communication because the physical proximity
of two people reduces the need to be seen from the other side of the room. Additionally,
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the need to visualize movement to assist in following a conversation from one topic to the
next in one-to-one communication is not as critical. 4
The power of communication for cultural change emerges out of the group
experience. David Buttrick highlights the unique contribution of public speaking over and
above one-to-one talking,
While public address cannot present as many ideas in a short time as can one-toone talking, it can achieve depth and formational power. … Much one-to-one
conversation goes in one ear and out the other, but when public language is
shaped with technical proficiency, it can have awesome formational power in
human consciousness. … Public address can approach the simultaneity of human
experience as it mingles meaning, image, and affect in unusual ways. 5
Buttrick understands that public speaking has a unique ability to stick in human
consciousness allowing it to shape culture beyond what one on one communication can
accomplish. This was experienced in North American history through the preaching of
Martin Luther King Jr. It was clearly seen in his famous “I have a dream” message
preached on August 28, 1963 at the Lincoln Memorial. The oral message had unique
cultural transformational power as it was experienced corporately by those gathered and a
nation listening. Watson writes, “King powerfully used allegory, metaphor, typologies
and other literary devices in order to move the hearers’ hearts and minds.” 6 Through
many of his sermons North American culture was greatly influenced by the public
preaching of King. A movie watched alone at home and not with others in a theater
provides another example of the power of a corporate experience. How one engages the
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movie alone is different from in a group setting as the reactions, countenance and
corporate responses inform the interpretation of the movie’s message. This group
experience is a place in where cultural transformation through preaching occurs.
Preaching by its very nature is a corporate endeavor and is a mechanism by which the
congregation can hear and be transformed establishing a particular church culture.
Preaching is not intended to be hyper-focused on simply the personal needs (felt
or real) of the individual sitting in the room as it has so often been experienced in the
modern Protestant context. Even when preaching is focused on the individual, as is
common in North American evangelical churches, the message is still received in a group
and the application of the message is experienced in the community of persons involved.
Charles Campbell develops this concept:
Preaching focused on individual experiential events, in which the primary function
is the eventful transformation of individuals, still operated with a basically modern,
not to mention liberal, American framework … and the individual exists only
within the context of relationship and roles played in a particular community. 7
When the communicator focuses on the individual, what is said is experienced and
applied corporately, as a person can only act in the manner that is congruent with the role
the person plays in society and the relationships they engage. For example, if a person
listening to a sermon on not lying and being absolutely truthful in speech is a volunteer in
the church student ministry, what that person chooses to apply personally will inevitably
impact the culture of the student ministry. As the volunteer becomes more honest in
communal interactions with the students they unconsciously begin to shape the culture of
the student ministry.
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Unfortunately, the individual approach to preaching, in contrast to a corporate
approach, means the application for cultural formation may not be what the
communicator had in mind. In contrast, intentional communication for corporate impact
has the greatest potential for desired cultural formation. In his business book The Power
of Habit, Charles Duhigg unearths one of the philosophical underpinnings of Rick
Warren’s church strategy.
He refers to a strategy that instructed church builders to speak to people in their
“own language,” to create places of worship where congregants saw their
friends. … Most important … ministers needed to convert groups of people,
rather than individuals, so that a community’s social habit would encourage
religious participation, rather than pulling people away. 8
Human beings are wired for community. They are motivated toward action and change
more readily in a corporate setting than an individual one. The recognition of the
importance and inevitability of the corporate nature of preaching offers tremendous
potential for cultural change, as cultural values through oral communication are
established in the church context.
The current preoccupation with preaching to the individual has been influenced
by Enlightenment thinking and the modern self-help movement that sees the Bible as a
personal answer book for individuals. 9 These movements have influenced the church
preaching experience as something for individuals, ignoring the corporate aspect of
preaching. This modern obsession frequently begins with the felt needs of the individual,
seeking to connect them to the biblical text. By starting from individual needs, the
underlying needs of the person as a member of the community of faith are often
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unintentionally ignored. In addition to cultural forces like the personal technological
revolution that have influenced the exodus from the communal experience, advances in
preaching theory have added to this unintended result. Technology, especially in the area
of social media, has promoted an individualized experience with the illusion of
community. The need to shop in a brick and mortar store with other people, to have
friends that you talk face to face with and a Bible study that is engaged in a small group
has been replaced by the individual experience of Amazon, Facebook and various online
Bible study tools. The expectation of “what is in it for me?” as a personal experience
apart from the impact of community has permeated church and dramatically affected the
skill of preaching.
The manner in which the new homiletic has often been incorporated into the
preaching craft has unintentionally influenced preaching as an individual experience over
a corporate experience. The new homiletic was conceived in the late 1960s and became a
catalyst for what is often called “listener sensitive” preaching. The new homiletic moved
the focus of preaching from the message in this text (a biblical message that was
primarily communicated to a group of people) to the experience of the listener. The new
homiletic was pioneered by Fred Craddock, Eugene Lowry, David Buttrick, Edmund
Steimle, Charles Rice and Henry Mitchell. 10
In The Homiletical Plot, Eugene Lowry created a framework to preach
consistently “good” sermons by tapping into philosophy, drama, literature and theology.
He especially emphasized great storytelling on TV and film as structural examples.
Lowry breaks down preaching into five sequential stages to engage in the sermon
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process. The five stages are “upsetting the equilibrium,” “analyzing the discrepancy,”
“disclosing the clue to resolution,” “experiencing the gospel” and “anticipating the
consequences” (The Lowry Loop). 11 Upsetting the equilibrium is one of the principles
that rabbis, including Jesus, often incorporated in their teaching and is necessary for any
sustainable corporate change.
According to Lowry, his loop follows a tested manner of storytelling that is used
in writing, theater, television and the movies. Drawing on the basic framework of these
very powerful and popular mediums, he builds his case for re-thinking the standard “three
point sermon.” Lowry understood that the lack of continuity in much preaching, along
with a quick resolve on the front end of the presentation, has greatly limited the impact of
the spoken word. He understands preaching as moving from itch (the need of the listener)
to scratch (the resolve of the listener need) as a very clear and user friendly way to craft
sermons. Lowry and many of the other pioneers of the new homiletic have done a great
service toward advancing the preaching craft. The researcher’s own preaching has been
substantially influenced by Lowry, Craddock and especially Buttrick, but the caution lies
in the unintended emphasis on the individual experience. This focus on what the text does
for each person can replace the corporate idea of what it says for the community of faith.
Preaching is science and it is art, but it is also deeply theological as a message for
individuals to experience and embrace as members of the larger faith community.
Though the Bible has many personal applications, and through preaching personal
application must be available, it is an emphasis on the corporate nature of the message of
the Bible to the church that allows it to shape church culture. Preaching that is saturated
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in the Bible must challenge the community of the church to live, act, think and respond
differently to each other and the community that people engage outside of the church
walls. The Bible was written primarily in the context of community, to a community, and
orally communicated in public communal gatherings. Accordingly, preaching the Bible
for cultural formation is best understood communally. This engagement of preaching in
community that challenges the individual and recognizes that the listener is part of a
bigger whole inevitably influences a church culture.
The aspect of homiletics with which the researcher is most concerned is a
homiletic strategy that is grounded in the biblical story and communicated through an
individual to a group of people for transformational reality. Karl Barth was famous for
saying that a preacher has the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other. The
communicator that uses preaching for cultural change will have the congregation as a
whole in mind as the biblical story is engaged with contemporary life. It is the
recognition of the formational power of language, communicated to a group to shape
given culture, which will renovate the preacher into a proclaimer of truth for cultural
formation.
Though preachers have often been taught to think of one person while preparing
the sermon, this narrow approach will limit the cultural formation power of their
message. When preaching with cultural formation in mind, the preacher will be
constantly asking the questions, “What does this truth have to say to the community of
faith as a whole?” and “How does this truth reinforce the desired church ethos?” as well
as “What will it look like for the community of faith if an individual actually does what
the text preached on says?” These questions are emerging out of a hermeneutic that
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unpacks what the communal context of the passage was and how that message would
have impacted the ancient community as a whole. In understanding the corporate impact
in biblical times the communicator can bring the timeless truth forward into his or her
world. Continuing to understand how the biblical truth impacted the ancient community
as well as how it could impact the modern community is crucial as one participates in
preaching for cultural formation. Corporate thinking and analysis in sermon preparation
will engage the potential of corporate communication for the intentional transformation
of church culture.
Culture and Language
Research on transforming culture must define a basic understanding of what
culture is. Simply stated, culture is the created environment in which people reside.
Humans are fluid beings with the environment they occupy changing daily. As these
environments change, so do cultural experiences. In a single day a person could
experience radically different environments in the home, at the office, on the sidelines of
the soccer game and in church. Each of these cultural environments is created by many
factors, with language being one of them. Finally, each cultural environment impacts and
is impacted by the person themselves.
Claire Kramsch presents a well-defined definition of culture, “One way of
thinking about culture is to contrast it with nature. Nature refers to what is born and
grows organically; culture refers to what has been grown and groomed.” 12 Richard
Niebuhr, in his book Christ and Culture, writes, “Culture is the ‘artificial, secondary
environment’ which man superimposes on the natural. It comprises language, habits,
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ideas, beliefs, customs, social organizations, inherited artifacts, technical processes, and
values.” 13 By these definitions culture is something pliable that can be shaped by various
environmental conditions, language being one of those crucial conditions.
Language
Language is not free from cultural influences, as culture is not free of language’s
influence. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis suggests that the language one chooses to use or
the language one has been placed into over time influences the thought process and
behaviors of the person. The Sapir-Whorf hypothesis proposes that the way people think
is influenced directly by the language they speak. “Linguistic evidence in support of this
hypothesis concentrated on conceptual contents of languages. For example, words for
colors influence color perception.” 14 Language is not just some disconnected tool of
communication, but a crucial culture creator. Benjamin Lee Whorf’s hypothesis
connected the language that people spoke and heard to the formation of the culture in
which they lived. Language for Whorf was the foundation for how people think and the
direction of their thinking, shaping their culture:
Assume that language is the basis of all thought. Each language is particular in
terms of its grammatical and lexical categories (its semantic pattern). Native
speakers are unconscious of the categories their language has, so habitual thought
(not careful, calculated thought) by a linguistically naïve native speaker will be
cast in terms of the categories that his or her language has available. In other
words, one’s native language determines how one perceives reality, or prescribes
one’s worldview (fundamental beliefs and essential values that derive from
them). 15
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This principle of language shaping culture has bearing on this thesis project.
English speakers have a specific way of thinking about the world in which they reside
that is connected to the uniqueness of their language. As the English language changes,
words are added, definitions change and usage evolves. Some of the most recent words
added to the Webster dictionary mirror cultural changes as well as influence cultural
nuance. Words such as gamification, hashtag, turducken, yooper and crowdfunding help
explain the computer gaming world, social media, culinary cuisine, geography and
fundraising tactics. The variability of language shifts a person’s way of thinking about
the world. This shapes individual and corporate values that in turn shape cultural
dynamics. Such variances of the English language impact cognition, teaching people a
new way of thinking about and molding their culture:
Studies have shown that changing how people talk changes how they think.
Teaching people new color words, for instance, changes their ability to
discriminate colors. And teaching people a new way of talking about time gives
them a new way of thinking about it. 16
For example, when a communicator continually refers to the Christian experience as “a
journey” in a sermon as opposed to “an event,” the new word explained and illustrated
over time reshapes the community’s understanding of the Christian experience, thereby
influencing a particular church culture.
Culture, which is shaped by many forces including language, has a prevailing and
sustainable impact on people. Claire Kramsch highlights the long-term impact of culture
on an individual beyond his or her current cultural setting,
In summary, culture can be defined as membership in a discourse community that
shares a common social space and history, and common imaginings. Even when
they have left that community, its members may retain, wherever they are, a
16
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common system of standards of perceiving, believing, evaluation, and acting.
These standards are what is generally called their culture. 17
The values, message and biblical mandate experienced in the formal church setting, its
culture, are taken into the home, workplace and community.
The church is to make disciples, followers of Jesus Christ, who retain the heart
and mind of Christ long after they leave the formal corporate church service. The potency
of the culture is measured by the retention of its values by the individual Christian after
he or she has left the community of faith. The very ability for the church to fulfill the
mandate of Jesus, to go into the entire world and make disciples, is connected to the
culture of the church that a person inhabits. In recognizing the potential of language
through oral communication to shape the perspectives and values of people in a
communal setting, one has the ability to form a desired church culture. And when the
culture of a church is positively transformed, it creates sustainable change in individuals
who live a majority of their life in the larger culture outside of the community of faith.
Consequently, this provides an opportunity for them to positively impact that culture.
The process of changing a culture and assessing the impact of language on the
dynamics of culture needs to begin by understanding current cultural reality and the
potent influence of language on it. Language is one of the principal ways in which a
person learns anything, putting definition to all that is experienced, and in doing so
particular cultural realities are defined. Andy Crouch writes,
Without culture—which begins, for the baby, with recognition of relationship,
finding her mother and her father, and goes on in the first few years to what is in
some ways the most stupendous of human achievements, the acquisition of
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language—we simply do not become anything at all. We are hard-wired for
nothing but learning. All we begin with are possibilities. 18
Our language is foundational to most of our learning capabilities and is either a barrier to
growth or a catalyst for endless possibilities.
One cannot detach language from culture and culture from language. Language
influences culture and in turn the culture shapes the use of language. Often words are
thought of as simple, abstract symbols in a given dictionary that have no real power but
to name that which is unnamed. Frequently real power is seen in military strength or
financial capabilities, not in words, but it is words that provide the very ability to engage
the concrete, real world. Language gives birth to the ability to create, to earn, to
understand and to interact. David Buttrick writes in Homiletic Moves and Structure, “We
live in language. Words are not merely stuff to thicken bulky dictionaries. No, words
whirl about us; they give life significance and indeed make life possible. We are Homo
loquens (“speaking man”). 19 The deeds that consume life, from mowing the lawn to
selling a product to mending a broken arm, have meaning because of words. Language
becomes a primary force in which to shape culture as language shapes understanding,
perspectives and interpretation of life.
John Bohannon’s research on the preaching language of the emerging church and
how it shapes church culture is poignant. Examining, defining and re-defining common
words to shape a particular culture are foundational in oral communication. In reference
to one of the core emergent church leaders, Dan Kimball, he writes,
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He realizes that far too often you could assume you are talking about the same
thing with someone and find out later, based on their definition of the term, that
you were speaking about different things. Thus, he seeks to define terms such as
church, the gospel, fundamentalist, missional, evangelical, and Jesus, when
preaching. … It may be subtle, but words matter and Kimball strategically
chooses his words to send a specific message. 20
Kimball recognizes that we traffic in words, with the definition of our words
shaping a particular church culture. As words are defined and re-defined for the corporate
church, the culture is shaped by the images, stories and theological attributes these words
take on.
A community of faith that regularly receives a creative, thoughtful, clearly
defined and applicable sermonic diet of loving one’s neighbors will begin to see a culture
of caring slowly seep into its practiced values. Practiced values are the real values of an
organization based on what actually occurs in the culture, rather than what has been
written down in some decades-old document. Often the written values are not lived out
because new and unintended practiced values have emerged through the preacher’s
neglect of regular sermonizing on the church’s agreed-upon values. Words evolve over
the years, losing impact and changing meaning. If the message of loving your neighbors
is not regularly engaged with the word “love” being defined, redefined and re-imagined,
it will take on a new meaning. It will, in a world that often understands love as pure
emotion, move away from the biblical intent. The cultural value of love will move from a
holistic experience, communicated by Jesus in his parables and Paul in Corinthians 13, to
a mere relational feeling toward others. If the values of an organization are not
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continually incorporated into the sermon for emphasis, definition and clarity, they will no
longer be the cultural formation tools originally intended. The preacher’s neglect of the
power of words to shape culture will by accident shape new cultural values often not
intended by the communicator.
The impact that language has on culture and culture has on language is often
overlooked in the effort to transform church cultures. This neglect comes from the naive
belief that a more compelling program, younger staff or more contemporary music is all
the church needs. One cannot overemphasize the importance of language in defining
church culture. Edward Sapir emphasized the connection of culture and language,
It goes without saying that the mere content of language is intimately related to
culture. … In the sense that the vocabulary of a language more or less faithfully
reflects the culture whose purposes it serves, it is perfectly true that the history of
language and the history of culture moves along parallel lines. 21
Churches have rightly focused on the content of a preacher’s message. Is the
sermon theologically sound, is it orthodox, did the preacher exegete the text? All of these
concerns are crucial to the health of the local church, but these questions do not go far
enough. One must also look to how the preacher is communicating the biblical truth, not
just the style of preaching but the actual words and phrases that are used. The words
repeated, explained, memorized, and attached to story and brought from abstraction to
concrete communal life will have the most significant influence to shape church culture.
Language and Story
Lee Bolman and Terrence Deal, in their book Reframing Organization, describe
the symbolic frame as a way to understand how humans make sense of the fluid world in
which they live. They write, “Symbols are the basic building blocks of the meaning
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systems, or cultures we inhabit.” 22 The symbolic frame takes on varied forms such as
myth, story and vision. Though the symbolic frame includes images like the American
flag or the Apple computer symbol, it also can focus on language and the story aspect of
the symbolic frame to shape culture. It is through the engagement of story as a symbol
that a particular cultural ethos can be formed in a community.
The “symbolic convergence” theory put forth by Ernest Boremann, John Cragan
and Donald Shields promulgated that groups of people come to a shared reality through
communication. “The starting point of the theory is that individual images of reality are
guided by stories reflecting how things are believed to be.” 23 These joint communication
experiences of stories create a particular worldview or frame, shaping the culture in
which the group resides. In Symbolic Convergence Theory, a group of people has a
common language, allowing them to make sense of the world they live in and the world
they shape.
They have created a group consciousness and have come to share some symbolic
common ground. They can then talk with one another about that shared
interpretation with code words or brief allusions like the inside joke in a small
group. 24
These code words and brief allusions create, in the words of Jim Collins, a “cult like
culture” that is unique to a particular organization. For the church environment, this is
language communicated by the preacher regularly. This language introduces concepts to
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a congregation helping them engage a shared interpretation for the formation of church
culture.
Stories are exceptionally sticky and have tremendous power to impact cultural
dynamics. Stories powerfully externalize unseen core truths about life. Stories move
people emotionally and emotions are connected to the ability to remember. John Medina,
in his article “Why Emotional Memories are Unforgettable,” writes,
There may be many reasons for the link between emotion and recall. For one
thing, we tend to internally repeat information that we find compelling, and what
we find compelling is usually dripping in emotional competence. (Some
researchers believe that emotions function as neurological Post-it notes, helping
us to selectively pay attention to some sensory stimuli and not to others.) Since
repetition schedules are the cognitive binders that paste memories to neurons, we
tend to remember things better the more emotionally competent they become. 25
Most church people and many non-churched are familiar with Noah’s ark, Jonah
and the big fish (though many would mistakenly say “whale”), the Good Samaritan and
the Prodigal Son. These Bible stories have lasted for thousands of years, impacting
everything from judicial laws to how a child’s room is decorated, because they are
emotionally charged stories that have been repeated for centuries. That is the sticky
power of stories preserved through the generations.
Stories impact every cultural environment including the corporate sector.
Stories are deeply rooted in the human experience. They are told and retold around
campfires and during family reunions. David Armstrong, CEO of Armstrong
International, notes that storytelling has played an important role in history through the
teachings of Jesus, the Buddha, and Mohammed among many others. It can play an
equally potent role in contemporary organizations. Bolman and Deal write, “Rules, either
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in policy manuals or on signs, can be intimidating. But the morals in stories are
invariably inviting, fun and inspiring. Through story-telling our people can know very
clearly what the company believes in and what needs to be done.” 26
The words and phrases communicated over the years in church to impact culture
are effective when attached to biblical and extra-biblical stories. For example, “come as
you are,” a culture-forming phrase that has been used in the church the researcher serves,
conveys a culturally transforming truth. It is drawn from the biblical story of Levi the tax
collector (Mark 2:13-17), various parables of Jesus, and other narratives that have been
associated with the concept through the years. Additional modern life stories of people
who have experienced the church as “come as you are” make this phrase take on a
culturally transforming dynamic. Attaching words and phrases to stories (or stories to
phrases) is crucial for cultural engagement. People have this inherent desire to understand
others and to hear their stories. When words become stories, especially stories that center
on people, they spark interest and movement in the mind of the listener.
People love people. Many magazines exist solely because of this fact. We are
inspired by other’s accomplishments. We are curious about their secrets. We are
attracted by their virtues and repelled by their flaws. For good or ill, we are never
neutral about people. 27
Phrases and words alone hold limited power to intentionally transform culture.
Story creates a concrete understand of words in the mind of the listener. If the story
behind a phrase is not clearly shared, explained, told and re-told, people will attach their
own stories to phrases used by the communicator. These stories attached by the listener
may not be in line with the communicator’s original intent translating into the desired
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culture not emerging. In addition, if stories are perceived only as truth for personal
transformation, rampant individualism will hamper the cultural formation impact of the
teaching. In order for a phrase such as “come as you are” to have the maximum intended
cultural impact, it must be connected to the communal ethos of the church through
stories. The communicator must explain in various ways how “come as you are” is a
communal reality as well as an individual responsibility.
Story is so powerful that it ultimately outperforms numbers and even graphs.
People are motivated by stories in a way that numbers will never accomplish. Richard
Stearns writes, “Human beings, when enabled to depersonalize a large group of people,
respond to them with far less compassion. So the very statistics that should mobilize us to
urgent action actually do just the opposite; they seem to excuse our inaction.” 28 Stories
have the power to move cultural formation beyond numbers and proposition. In church,
people can be told that there are thousands of people far from God but that fact alone will
not motivate them to live incarnational lives in their community nor will it create a
desired missional culture. Phrases, framed in stories, create a church culture that equips
and motivates people to impact those individuals in their sphere of influence who are far
from God.
Keith Epstein writes in the Stanford Social Innovation Review about a study that
analyzed how people are motivated to give in times of crisis. In the study, a group of
people read about a 7-year-old girl from Mali named Rokia, whose photograph was also
given. Another group viewed statistical snapshots of that part of Africa with 17 million
severely hungry people. The last group of participants received both sets of appeals, with
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the story of Rokia and the statistical information. All of the participants were invited to
give money to relieve the food crisis in Africa. This study powerfully reveals the
potential of story to motivate people to action:
Participants who read only about the hungry child, Rokia, gave the most money.
“When it comes to eliciting compassion,” says Slovic, “the identified individual
victim, with a face and a name, has no peer.” System 1 jump-starts the checkwriting once again. And as the researchers predicted, reading only the broad
statistical portrait inspired the least giving. System 1 failed to notice; System 2
snoozed. Most surprising, though, was the behavior of participants who read both
Rokia's story and the statistical facts. This most informed group of all was
considerably less generous than the group that read only Rokia’s profile, and only
slightly more generous than the group that viewed only the statistical snapshot. In
other words, the simple story of one identifiable victim came out ahead, whereas
trying to give a sense of the scale of the problem only blunted the fundraising
pitch. 29
The simplicity of a story moves people to action in a manner that graphs, numbers and
bullet point lists do not. The story provides definition to the abstract language of financial
needs to help hungry children on the other side of the world.
Story is powerful in the marketing of products in a choice-laden society. In
Conversations That Win the Complex Sale, Erik Peterson and Tim Riesterer map out the
process of differentiating oneself from the saturated market by engaging customers in
personal stories:
Your job is to take the story that you tell and make it a story about your prospect
that provokes him to see the world differently, while also being a story that makes
him feel that moving forward with your solution is the surest and safest thing that
he could do. 30
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In the Stanford Social Review and Conversations That Win that Complex Sale examples
it is the language of story that moves people to action and influences the culture in which
they live.
Disney is an excellent example of a large corporation that uses language as story,
along with the reframing of common words, to define a specific corporate culture and to
transform the mindset of its employees. Disney is especially concerned with screening
and training its employees to make sure they are properly socialized into the Disney
culture. All new employees at Disney go through a training program where they learn a
new language. For example, employees are “cast members,” customers are “guests,” a
crowd is an “audience,” a work shift is a “performance,” and a job is a “part.” In this
same vein, a job description is a “script,” a uniform is a “costume,” the personnel
department is “casting,” being on duty is “onstage,” and being off duty is “backstage.” 31
The language Disney uses to train its employees, its “cast members,” creates a
“cult like culture,” influencing every corner of the company from theme parks to the
movie studio. The cast members become much more than employees of a global
corporation existing to make money. Through the power of language as story, they begin
to see themselves as important actors in the global Disney story. Jim Collins’s research
discovered that
The special language reinforces the frame of mind Disney imposes via carefully
scripted orientation seminars delivered by well-practiced trainers who drill new
cast members with questions about Disney characters, history, and mythology,
and who constantly reinforce the underlying ideology. 32
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Each of the re-framing of common employee phrases is connected to a broader Disney
story and the popular stories within the larger narrative. It is important to note that Disney
customers do not need to be familiar with the Disney language as they are experiencing
the culture created by the Disney cast members. It is the cast members and their ability to
fully embrace a new story communicated through language that adapts their behavior
toward a specific cultural goal for the Disney Corporation.
Language as a Culture Creator
Language, the words and phrases that people use to communicate, matters in the
development of a corporate culture. Language holds the key to transform a person’s
values and personal vision. This is seen in early childhood when an elementary school
child is told he or she cannot dream or draw outside the lines and the sky should always
be colored blue. These statements begin to crush the creativity and imagination of a child
and shape that child’s view of the world and him or herself. 33 If children are consistently
told that they are good for nothing, dumb, and incompetent, then they begin to believe
those stories shaping the broader culture in which they reside. What is said has the
potential to create an unhealthy culture of destructive reality. Or, what is said has the
potential to create cultures of healing and inspiration. In the same way, how church
leaders preach, teach and communicate directly impacts the church culture to harm or
transform people.
Edgar Schein, in his book Organizational Culture and Leadership, identifies six
primary embedding mechanisms a leader must use to entrench culture into an
organization: what leaders pay attention to, measure, and control on a regular basis; how
33
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leaders react to critical incidents and organizational crises; how leaders allocate
resources; deliberate role modeling, teaching and coaching; how leaders allocate rewards
and status; and how leaders recruit, select, promote, and excommunicate 34. He also lists
six secondary articulation and reinforcement mechanisms for leaders to shape culture:
organizational design and structure; organizational systems and procedures; rites and
rituals of the organization; design of physical space, facades, and buildings; stories about
important events and people; and formal statements of organizational philosophy, creeds,
and charters. 35 Though none of these mechanisms explicitly state the need to use oral
communication, it is implicit in almost all of them. Additionally, oral communication is
central to what leaders pay attention to. A leader uses oral communication in teaching,
rewards, recruitment, stories, philosophy, and creeds all listed by Schein as important
cultural embedding mechanisms. According to Schein, the most powerful mechanism is
what leaders pay attention to, measure and control. In one example, a leader asks the
same question surrounding the issue of safety at the start of every business meeting. “In
Alpha Power, supervisors start every job with a discussion of the safety issues they might
encounter as part of the job briefing. The organization has many safety programs … but
the message really gets across in the questions they ask on a daily basis.” 36 What one
says, what is questioned over and over again, reveals what is important to a person,
shaping organizational culture. If a church pastor regularly begins the sermon with a
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crucial question or probing comment or cultural formation phrase, that small section of
the service, over time, becomes an important verbal architect of the culture.
Brain research has made a connection between repetition over a period of time
and the ability to remember. Repetition is fundamental to recalling information. When
that which is repeated is spaced out over a period of time, the ability to vividly recall
details emerges:
The relationship between repetition and memory is clear. Deliberately re-expose
yourself to information if you want to retrieve it later. … Deliberately re-expose
yourself to the information more elaborately and in fixed, spaced interval if you
want the retrieval to be as vivid as possible. 37
If a cultural formation phrase is creatively repeated over the course of months and years it
greatly increases the ability to remember that phrase and, more importantly, the cultural
application associated with it. What a leader values is what he or she consistently
communicates and how one consistently communicates, in other words the language
choices made, is one of the principal factors in establishing a particular culture. This is
clearly seen in the history of two American church denominations and the Delancey
social organization.
A. B. Simpson was a Presbyterian minister who became the founder of the
Christian and Missionary Alliance in the latter part of the nineteenth century. He is a
historical example of the power of a consistent message to shape culture. Simpson
introduced the core Alliance expression “Fourfold Gospel” in March of 1890. The
Fourfold Gospel remains an Alliance distinctive today and throughout the global Alliance
denomination. This gospel summarizes the core tenets of the Alliance movement
focusing on Christ as Savior, Sanctifier, Healer and Coming King. Simpson’s many
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sermons are filled with this four-fold theme, which shaped the cultural landscape of
Pentecostalism as well as the Alliance.
Similar to Simpson’s Fourfold Gospel was Aimee Semple McPherson’s claim of
direct revelation in 1922 of the Foursquare Gospel. 38 McPherson founded the
International Church of the Foursquare Gospel. The Foursquare Gospel emphasized
Christ as Savior, Baptizer in the Holy Spirit, Healer and Coming King. Though Simpson
would distinguish the Alliance from the Pentecostal movement, both “versions” of the
gospel preached by Simpson and McPherson created denominations and imprinted
Pentecostal culture even into the twenty-first century. The clarity, consistency, repetition
and creative communication of their Fourfold/Foursquare Gospel message in thousands
of sermons became a culture creator for two church movements.
Delancey is an organization that works to transform criminals into productive
members of society. According to Mimi Silbert, the founder of Delancey, they rarely
have relapses and when pressed in an interview for the book Influencers, she could only
recall one relapse in a year. The Delancey organization claims, “We have successfully
graduated over 18,000 people from America’s underclass into society as successful
taxpaying citizens leading decent, legitimate and productive lives.” 39 The program is
built upon all residents giving each other instruction regardless of the length of time they
have been in the program.
To ensure that individuals assist one another, Delancey is structured with one goal
in mind. From the moment a resident arrives at Delancey—frightened and
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suspicious—he or she is immersed in a culture and language system designed to
maximize peer support. … When you first show up, you’re assigned to a dorm of
nine individuals of different races. Next, you’re placed in what is known as a
“minyan.” A minyan is made up of 10 people from different dorms. The word
minyan originates form Jewish tradition and refers to a congregation consisting of
10 adults. 40
There are many components of Delancey that make it so successful but it is a
particular culture formed toward a specific goal of peer mentoring, influence and positive
peer pressure that births such great success. This culture is being created and influenced
in part by engaging a specific system of language in a way similar to that Disney’s
training of its new employees. It uses the same repetition that is used to birth
denominations. For Delancey, its unique language calls small groups “minyans,” which
are supervised by individuals called “barbers.” If a barber needs to firmly correct a
minyan, it is called “getting a haircut.” The language is a crucial part of creating a culture
of restoration by reframing issues of respect, authority, rules, boundaries and correction
for many hardened criminals who are in the Delancey program.
The pastor creates a “cultural good” when he or she engages the mechanisms of
oral communication through the sermon on a weekly basis. A “cultural good” is
something that has the potential to positively change culture by creating or adding to
culture. When Steve Jobs created the corporate behemoth that is now Apple, he was
doing more than putting a machine together. He was transforming culture by creating
culture. Apple was selling a way of thinking about oneself and the world. For example, in
Apple’s “Think Different” marketing campaign, the company did not show or discuss the
product. But, as Craig Detweiler explains, the implication was clear: “Apple computers
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were made for creative people who did not conform to the status quo, they spark
innovation and maybe even revolution.” 41 The “everything” revolutionized computing,
music, how people listen to sermons, and what is now commonly known as the smart
phone. The iPhone has become the way society communicates, finds restaurants, maps
out directions, organizes life, and plays games. If culture is to be transformed, something
new must be created. “New” here does not mean “out of nothing” (ex nihilo) or original,
but new as in expanding or adding to that which already exists.
Culture is changed when more culture is created. When culture is created, a shift
in culture occurs. These shifts occur not just in the technology world of Apple, Google
and Facebook but also in the world of language. Language creates an understanding of
cultural reality in which companies, groups, and all human relationships make sense.
Andy Crouch contends that creating culture is a primary manner of changing it: “The
only way to change culture is to create more of it. … If culture is to change, it will be
because some new tangible (or audible or visible or olfactory) thing is presented to a
wide enough public that it begins to reshape their world.” 42
When a preacher communicates a sermon, the ideas are imparted to the listener.
The words adjust, affirm and create a way in which the world and the community are
understood. This is the process by which language creates something “new,” when it
forms culture, through preaching.
Jesus of Nazareth intentionally invaded and transformed his culture, in part by
engaging language. The content of his sermons and stories did not always align with the
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cultural norms a first century rabbi would promote. This is especially seen in the
prominent place of women in Jesus’ parables and teachings, as Kenneth Bailey points
out. 43 The manner in which Jesus the Messiah explained the messianic role as contrary to
the rabbinic interpretation of his day was an even greater cultural contrast. This clash
between Jesus’ words and cultural expectations became fertile soil for Jesus’ message to
begin transforming culture by creating something new. Glenn Watson summarizes how
Jesus’ words transformed culture in his essay, “The Preacher as Cultural Architect:”
But even as Jesus observed the traditions and habits of his received culture, he
subverted it. In subtle ways, he planted an adjusted worldview in the minds and
hearts of his followers, and undermined many of the cherished assumptions, as
well as the political powers, of his society. This subversion, though subtle, was
significant and apparent enough that it led to his death. It was also effective
enough that the result was a distinct culture, a new community, that over the
course of a few hundred years, in the face of persecution and poverty, proceeded
to permeate and transform the collection of cultures known as the Roman
Empire. 44
That new community that Jesus created was part of creating a new culture called “the
Church” that would eventually transform an entire empire.
N. T. Wright contends that Jesus intentionally created culture by appealing to four
elements that engage worldview. 45 The first was the stories by which people see reality.
The second was answers to the four-worldview questions: Who are we? Where are we?
What is wrong? And what is the solution? The third was the symbols of society that
define worldview. Fourthly, Jesus described the praxis of how people find their way in
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the world. 46 These four worldview elements correlate with the four frames put forth by
Bolman and Deal in Reframing Organizations: the structural, the human resource, the
political and the symbolic frames.
Language specifically falls under the symbolic frame but it is involved in each of
other frames and is directly connected to how Wright understands Jesus’ cultural impact.
Jesus as master teacher used oral communication to reshape the stories that revealed the
God worshiped by the Jewish people. His stories as well as his primary sermon, the
Sermon on the Mount, engaged the worldview questions and how people find their way
in the world. The preacher Jesus communicated in a manner that created a unique
disciple-making culture that expanded the Kingdom of God to the world, both ancient
and modern.
If preachers are going to influence the cultures of the churches they serve and
create communities of faith that make disciples, they must understand how their
preaching shapes that church culture. Preaching is one of the most potent tools in a
pastor’s box to shape a particular desired culture. If the communicator understands and
employs the principles of communicating for cultural change, the disciple-making vision
of Jesus can become a reality in their context.
Summary
Church congregations are interconnected systems. Consequently, what occurs in
one part of the church impacts the other parts. The distinctive impact of oral
communication combined with the fact that the sermon is usually heard by the majority
of people in a local church, gives preaching unique potential to shape the entirety of that
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church’s culture. Preachers must recognize that their role is not only to be exegetically
sound, but also to communicate in a manner that intentionally influences the culture of
the church. The point of this intentionality is so that the church can fulfill Christ’s vision.
The clear question for preachers is not whether their preaching shapes culture, since it
clearly does, but rather, the question is, what kind of culture is being created as a result of
their preaching? Hence, pastors must direct their preaching to shape a specifically desired
culture with intentionality.
The intentionality of preaching recognizes that while people are individually
impacted by a sermon, the listeners are also experiencing the message in a group. They
are paying attention together. Those things attended by the entire group are the primary
factors that shape corporate culture. Therefore, corporate dynamics must be taken into
consideration in sermon preparation for maximum cultural impact. As the group receives
the message, its understanding of church, God, the Bible and all aspects of discipleship
are formed. In this way, preaching creates a common language and a common story that
informs the culture of the church as a whole.
The need for the preacher to be purposeful in shaping culture through sermons
cannot be overstated. As the preacher recognizes the formational power of preaching,
greater design can be given to preaching for cultural transformation. Historically,
preaching has been used to impact entire cultures through great communicators like John
Wesley, whose messages from the Bible shaped England for centuries. It can be seen in
Martin Luther King Jr., whose words inspired the Civil Rights movement and without
violent force, altered the culture in the United States. In the same way, preaching has the
power to intentionally shape a local congregation’s culture.
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The use of stories, the “sticky” power of emotions, the effort to define and
redefine biblical concepts, the repetition of primary intended cultural values, the
recognition of the unique aspects of group communication, and the creation of a powerful
shared experience are all important tools to shaping sermons that shape culture. Preachers
can incorporate all of these intentional tools to better direct the culture of a particular
church through the weekly sermon.
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CHAPTER FOUR: PROJECT DESCRIPTION AND RESEARCH METHODS
Review of the Thesis Project
The purpose of this thesis project was to study the connection between preaching
and the formation of church culture. Its specific goal was to unearth principles for
preachers to purposely use their ability for the transformation of church culture. The

researcher chose a qualitative research approach and utilized case study as the method of
inquiry. Four cultural value concepts that have been preached over the years by the
researcher were used to build an interview questionnaire to study the connection between
these desired cultural values and the actual experience of the congregants.
Crossway Church was chosen for this case study because the researcher has
preached in that context for over ten years. For most of those years specific cultural
values have been preached at the church. These values have been intentionally
communicated using several intuitive principles of preaching for cultural formation. The
observation and experience of the researcher has been that the culture of the church has
taken on the specific values that have been preached consistently over the years.
Recognizing that the formation of church culture occurs due to many variables, the
researcher attempted to isolate the specific influence of preaching. He did this by
identifying the particular phrases and concepts communicated in the sermons and then
linking them to the experience of interviewees randomly chosen from Crossway Church.
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After this initial step, the researcher and an assistant took the transcripts of the
interviewees and coded them in order to identify the cultural formation phrases that
emerged naturally during the interview process. When the exact words emerged during
the interviews, those categories were labeled as invivo codes. 1 More often the specific
phrase was not quoted but the values and stories that the phrase represents were identified
and coded. A thorough explanation of these phrases and the cultural values they represent
are presented later in the “Interviews” section of this chapter and in Chapter Six. Through
the process a pattern emerged, revealing a well-defined connection between the culture
perceived by congregants and the desired culture intentionally preached by the
researcher.
Research Methodology
Qualitative Research
The research was qualitative in nature and used case study with an emphasis on
interviews to uncover the connection between preaching and culture. The researcher
deemed this to be the best approach because, according to John Creswell, qualitative
research gathers “data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under
study.” 2 This approach is beneficial when analyzing church culture, as the natural setting
makes participants feel comfortable and therefore gives the interviews integrity. Creswell
also points out that qualitative studies analyze data in ways that “establishes patterns or
themes,” 3 thus meeting the researcher’s goal of determining if his preaching had
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influenced the broad patterns and themes of Crossways culture. Another benefit of
qualitative research is the latitude it offers the researcher to engage the field of study.
Creativity and innovation are often marks of a sound qualitative study and the
researcher’s imagination alone limits the methodology. 4 This tremendous flexibility
allowed the researcher to design the field research around his concept of mining for
cultural formation principles through preaching.
Qualitative research allowed this research to move beyond graphs and numbers to
hear the deeper stories of congregant experiences and perceptions of church culture. In
these stories, the researcher discovered connections and disconnections between the
desired culture preached and the realities of the congregants. The qualitative method
allowed the community of Crossroads to speak with greater empowerment into the
research process. 5 In the end, this approach best enabled the researcher to “understand the
context or setting in which participants in a study address a problem or issue. 6
The research question seeks to discover how preaching impacts church culture by
purposefully emphasizing specific cultural distinctives. The empowerment opportunity
for Crossway Church and for all churches that value the preaching ministry is to see the
weekly sermon as a significant opportunity to define the culture of the local church and
not just as an opportunity for individual transformation.
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Case Study through Interviews
The researcher took a case study approach to this project. He collected data for
the case studies primarily through interviews, in addition to varied written sources and
the imbedded experience of the researcher as the lead preaching pastor of Crossway
Church.
The researcher chose case study because it is particularly helpful when
investigating a little-understood topic. 7 Volumes of books and journals have been written
on the field of homiletics. Recent years has seen the growth in literature focused on
preaching, leadership and the use of preaching to transform a church. This thesis does fall
into these well-studied categories with its partial focus on leadership and partial focus on
corporate change tools. It is the specific question addressing the ability of preaching to
shape church culture that has been under-researched. For this reason, case study is a
tremendously helpful tool for this research.
Case study methodology taps into the real world of church culture by hearing the
stories of those who have experienced it firsthand. These participants directly know the
impact of preaching on the church culture with which they have chosen to engage. Robert
Yin writes, “Whatever the field of interest, the distinctive need for case study research
arises out of the desire to understand complex social phenomena. In brief, a case study
allows investigators to focus on a ‘case’ and retain a holistic and real-world
perspective.” 8 This fits exactly the researcher’s purpose for his investigation.
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The interview format of gathering the research was crucial as it provided a level
of depth that would not have been as readily available through survey or other data
collection methods. 9 Through interviews, the researcher was able to gain valuable data
through “actual (conversational) questions in an unbiased manner that also serves the
needs of your line of inquiry,” 10 a process outlined by Paul Leedy and Jeanne Ormrod. 11
The questions for the interviews were open-ended, as general as possible, and focused on
the further understanding of the premise of the thesis. After the initial biographical
questions, they were broad and open ended, with the intention of obtaining focused
information without stating the thesis question leading to biased results. The final
question was the only one to use the word “culture,” with the intent to home in more
precisely on the premise of the thesis.
To evaluate the culture of Crossway, the research volunteer asked interviewees
eight questions: “What is your name?” “How long have you attended Crossway Church?”
“Why are you at Crossway Church?” “How would you describe Crossway Church?”
“What has your Crossway Church experience been like?” “How many Sundays a year do
you attend on average?” “What do you believe the purpose of preaching is?” and “How
would you describe the culture of Crossway Church?” Each interviewee was asked the
same eight questions.
The second and sixth questions established the length of time a person had been
hearing the same culture-shaping phrases in the preaching context. The third question
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was designed to mine the reason why the interviewee came to Crossway Church. It was
an attempt to discover any cultural observations prior to becoming a regular attender.
Additionally, this question hoped to detect if the cultural formation phrases were a reason
why the congregant still attended Crossway. The fourth question begins to unpack the
language of culture, looking for key words and phrases that describe the culture of the
church without biasing the interviewee by using the actual word.
The fifth question was another way to probe awareness of the church culture. It
encouraged greater storytelling and descriptions of the church culture. The seventh
question was asked to determine if the interviewee consciously understood preaching as a
tool for the formation of culture. As is the case in many church settings, regular church
attenders often see preaching in the vein of personal spiritual application as opposed to
corporate cultural identity. The researcher wanted to discover if that were the case in
Crossway’s situation. The final question was the most specific. It was asked last to
uncover what specifically the church adherent understood about Crossway culture.
The word “culture” and its synonyms, which could strongly bias the interview
toward the researcher’s premise, were intentionally avoided until the last question. The
interviewee did not see the question sheet as the interviewer orally communicated the
questions. All the interviewees knew ahead of time was that the researcher would like to
do a brief interview with them about the church. No one knew its purpose prior to the
actual interview. In addition, the interviewer asked no clarification questions. The only
additional statement that was given was to encourage the interviewee to take his or her
time in sharing answers. The researcher was looking for natural sharing of the phrases
from the interviewees without prompting and direction as possible. The assumption was
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that the four phrases or derivatives of the phrases would regularly emerge in the
interviews.
The researcher was intentionally looking for specific data in the interviews. Under
the cultural formation phrase “stay curious,” the researcher was looking for an openness
to communicate biblical truth and theological concepts with a sense of conversation and
grace. Staying curious also encompasses seeing the ongoing journey of following Christ
as a fluid verses a static reality. The curious person can be either an individual
discovering the truth of Jesus Christ for the first time or a person who already knows
Christ and continues to be teachable in the church context. A curious person is one who
asks questions and is engaged by a questioning environment.
The researcher’s oft-repeated phrase, “What goes on in church can’t stay in
church,” is about ministry beyond the walls of the church. It is about stories and actions
showing that truth preached is truth practiced in the community and world. In other
words, the researcher was looking for evidence of the congregation’s orthopraxy of faith
in the world. Much of the teaching that surrounds this concept focuses on being Christ in
the world through concrete actions and speech. How people act in their jobs and how they
care for the homeless and hurting all matter deeply to God. The researcher was looking
for examples of active Christian growth and action outside of formal church settings.
The phrase “Leave changed” is related to “what goes on in church can’t stay in
church” but is more focused on personal growth and spiritual formation of individuals.
The researcher wanted to find out if individuals had experienced growth from the
messages they had listened to. He sought to understand how the message is taken into
their homes, small groups, vocations and personal formation. It is important to note that
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the application of personal spiritual formation almost always engages the community in
which the person resides. In other words, personal growth will have an impact on the
community. The researcher wanted to find out if the message was just heard on Sunday
morning or had it caused real life change for people beyond the Sunday morning worship
service experience? Are people truly changed by what they hear and can they
communicate that change?
Finally, the researcher wanted to investigate the impact of the phrase “Come as
you are.” This is the teaching that focuses on a welcoming environment. This welcome is
not just for the first time guest but for the ongoing connection of people week in and
week out. “Come as you are” is about creating a culture of friendliness and a welcoming
atmosphere. It is the place where people are truly glad you came and know your name. It
is a culture that is comfortable with people of different political, economic, ethnic, ethical
and experiential backgrounds.
Coding
The interviews were recorded and meticulously transcribed to provide the
opportunity to accurately code the data and then uncover emerging themes. 12 The coding
was organized according to the four cultural values that the researcher has promoted
through his preaching. Throughout this process, the researcher kept the research question
and the four cultural formation phrases in clear sight as he analyzed the transcripts, in
accordance with Carl Auerbach and Louise Silversten’s recommendation. 13 This helped
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the researcher keep in focus what was most relevant to the research question. 14
Furthermore, he discovered that the research was validated by the frequent recurrence of
the cultural formation themes in the interviews. This process enabled the researcher to
create a “story line” that clarified what happens in the church’s culture. 15
If any part of the transcriptions met the criteria of referencing the four cultural
formation phases, it was highlighted and marked for future assessment. This process was
crucial to mine the necessary patterns connecting what was said in the interview to the
four cultural formation phrases being communicated orally over the years. In addition to
the researcher, a research assistant was used to remove bias. Because the primary
researcher is so vested in finding a correlation between preaching and the church culture,
it was advantageous to have a second person who understands the core concepts of the
thesis but who did not have a vested interest in the outcomes. The themes that emerged
out of the coding process from both the primary researcher and the research assistant
facilitated a reduction of research bias.
Participants and Data Collection
Sixty-two adult interviewees were randomly chosen from the Crossway Church
regular adherents database of 1,867 names. It was estimated that 623 of those names
represent adults who regularly attend Crossway Church on Sunday morning with the
remainder being children, adolescents and infrequent adult attenders. Each interview was
facilitated by the same church volunteer who followed the prepared questionnaire. This
questionnaire has been made available in the appendix.

14

Auerbach and Silverstein, 863.

15

Leedy and Ormrod, 141.

95
The interviews were recorded and transcribed using a digital recording device and
a transcriber. A research volunteer was used to facilitate the interviews to limit the bias
that could occur with the researcher as Crossway’s lead pastor. The interviewer is a
member of Crossway Church and has been attending for thirty-six years. She has
volunteered in the student ministry and prayer ministry at Crossway. Professionally she
works in an administrative role at a local company. Prior to being invited to participate in
the research she knew nothing of the thesis project. The researcher was not present during
any of the interviews facilitated by the interviewer. Though 62 adults were randomly
chosen for the study, when a convergence of themes was reached at 40 interviewees, the
researcher terminated the interviews.
One of the ongoing discussions and challenges of qualitative research is to
determine how many interviews are enough to reach saturation. In the National Centre for
Research Methods Review paper, the question of how many qualitative interviews is
enough is engaged by over a dozen expert voices:
“How many?” … is, of course, a perennial question if not a great one. The
answer, as with all things qualitative, is “it depends.” It depends on your
resources, how important the question is to the research, and even to how many
respondents are enough to satisfy committee members for a dissertation. For
many qualitative studies one respondent is all you need—your person of interest.
But in general the old rule seems to hold that you keep asking as long as you are
getting different answers, and that is a reminder that with our little samples we
can’t establish frequencies but we should be able to find the RANGE of
responses. Whatever the way the question is handled, the best answer is to report
fully how it was resolved (emphasis in original). 16
Howard Becker addresses this question succinctly,
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How many qualitative interviews is enough? Every experienced researcher knows
this question has no reasonable answer, no magic number you can do and then
you’re out of danger. The only possible answer is to have enough interviews to
say what you think is true and not to say things you don’t have that number for.
The kinds of things you might want to say take a lot of forms and so require
varying numbers of interviews. 17
The researcher finally determined the data had reached a point of saturation of
information to understand the impact of preaching on church culture. This determination
was based on interviewing the majority of the ten percent sample of adult Crossway
adherents, the breadth of literature reviewed, and the researcher’s ten years of experience
as Crossway’s lead pastor.
In addition to the interviews with adult Crossway adherents, the researcher
conducted three interviews with senior pastors who have a reputation in the region for a
strong preaching ministry. These interviews focused on their philosophy of preaching,
what they believe the primary purpose of their preaching was, and if they believed their
preaching had a significant impact on the culture of the church. The information gained
from these interviews was supplementary and helped inform the findings recorded in the
following chapters.

17

Baker and Edwards, 15.

97

CHAPTER FIVE: RESEARCH DISCOVERIES
Interviews with Church Members
The Research Process
The goal for the field research was to assess the current impact of four key
cultural formation values, which have been extensively promoted through preaching at
Crossway Church. The four key phrases that have been intentionally and consistently
presented are, “community for the curious,” “come as you are,” “what goes on in church
can’t stay in church,” and “leave changed.”
The first step of the research was to identify a random sampling of regular
attenders. The Crossway office manager, who was not involved in the study or its
analysis, generated a random list of ten percent of the church’s adult regular attenders. A
single interviewer, a person different from the researcher, took this list and made contact
with each person in the subset through e-mail. The interviewer was also not involved in
the design of the study or in the analysis of findings. Eight questions were asked in the
same order for all 40 interviews and the answers were digitally recorded. The interviews
were transcribed in their entirety without editing. All transcribed interviews were
between one and two typed pages, single-spaced. The researcher and a volunteer research
assistant independently analyzed the transcripts. The researcher took the assistants
independent analysis and then compared, clarified and then appropriately merged the
findings for the final interpretation.
The research assistant is an imbedded member of Crossway Church who has
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attended eight of the eleven years that the researcher has been the lead pastor. The
research assistant has been an elder at Crossway Church for six of those years including
the years when “community for the curious,” was being developed and promoted. This
formation phrase has become the primary church cultural distinctive. The research
assistant has a background in medical research as an associate professor of pediatrics. He
has an MD and MS in biostatistics and epidemiology.
Quality Words versus Value Words
Early in the coding process, the researcher and the assistant made a distinction
between quality words and value words. Quality words are terms and phrases that
describe general attributes in a church culture. One would expect to hear such phrases
about any healthy evangelical Protestant church when its teaching, fellowship, service, or
discipleship are described. For example, quality words include phrases like “correct
doctrine,” “Bible-believing,” “sermons to educate,” “preaching to understand better,”
“open,” “love of God expressed,” “live out God’s purpose,” “grow spiritually,” or “good
church activities.” These terms will almost certainly be encountered in the description of
any successful evangelical church. Often pastors refer to such phrases as “churchy” to
indicate their frequency and their generic nature.
Value words, however, are the terms and phrases that indicate understanding of
the four values that the researcher had hoped to impart through his preaching. Such
phrases included, “respect all perspectives,” “don’t have to clean self up,” “sermons
irritate,” “process in community,” “not a lot of rules,” “safe environment,” and “people
are genuine.” These and other terms in one way or another reflect Crossway’s four values
of “community for the curious,” “coming as you are,” “taking the church to the world,”
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and “leaving changed.” Such value terms distinguish Crossway’s specific culture from
the cultures of other evangelical, Protestant churches. The researcher decided on the
specific value words by sifting dozens of sermons from his decade-long tenure as
Crossway’s Lead Pastor. This process helped the researcher determine which phrases
were most likely to be value words instead of quality words. These sermons provide clear
examples of how the four cultural formation phrases, along with synonymous phrases,
have been preached over years using biblical text. Appendix D includes four of these
sermons for illustration and modeling.
This distinction between quality and value words is crucial in order to validate the
findings. The researcher and assistant needed to identify the words, phrases and ideas that
directly reflect the four cultural formation phrases and the cultural distinctives that they
represent. This was imperative as the inclusion of quality words in the analysis could
have easily misted the researcher and exaggerated the impact of his preaching for cultural
impact. An example of this would be assuming a quality phrase used by an interviewee,
such as “preaching to understand better,” meant that this interviewee had absorbed one of
the cultural formation value. As flattering as it is to hear such a quality phrase used to
describe one’s preaching, it fails to demonstrate that his preaching had made the hoped
for cultural impact. Instead, the researcher wanted any indicators of the impact of the
cultural formation phrases to be unmistakable.
For words and phrases that were not direct quotes of a cultural formation phrase,
the researcher and his assistant had to make subjective determinations on a case by case
basis whether the phrase and its context referenced the general quality of an evangelical
church or if it referenced the absorption of a Crossway Church cultural value. The
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researcher and his assistant were aided in this determination by looking at the phrases in
question in the context of the entire interview. Context greatly enhanced the ability to
separate value words from quality words. For example, if a person mentioned that
Crossway Church was friendly and it was not connected to a further explanation, to a
story or to a strong adjective describing friendly, it was deemed a quality word instead of
a value word. The fact that the researcher and his assistant were imbedded in the
Crossway Church community helped in determining which statements were more generic
quality words and which were more directly influenced by the intentional preaching
strategy at Crossway (value words).
Quality words and phrases were meticulously excluded to better isolate the value
words. Then, as the specific value words appeared in the interviews, they were marked to
determine a link between what was being said in the preaching and the experience of the
listener.
The researcher and his assistant crafted a cultural formation, phrase-coding guide
with bullet points to better clarify what was being identified under each phrase (Appendix
A). The coding guide broke the four phrases down into sub categories as the researcher
and his assistant looked for the value words and statements in the interviews.
The researcher and his assistant chose six value words, phrases or concepts to
represent “community for the curious.” They were (a) “teachable,” or “open to biblical
and theological truth”; (b) “freedom,” or “the expectation that asking questions humbly
and honestly is part of the Christian story”; (c) “major on the majors and minor on the
minors theologically and programmatically”; (d) “viewing Christianity as a journey and
not just a destination”; (e) “encouraging a variety of opinions” and “celebrating that
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diversity”; and (f) “The process of growth is communal and transpires through growing
relationships.”
The researcher and his assistant chose five value words, phrases or concepts to
represent “come as you are.” They were (a) “all are welcome with no exceptions”; (b)
“loving atmosphere”; (c) “a non-judgmental, warm and friendly environment”; (d) “no
prejudice or favoritism”; and (e) “a diverse group of people.”
The researcher and his assistant chose four value words, phrases or concepts to
represent “what goes on in church can’t stay in church.” They were (a) “being Christ in
the world through concrete actions and speech”; (b) “the Christian life takes place at
home, work and community”; (c) “we live out the Christian story through local and
global missions”; (d) “looking for stories of biblical truth being applied in everyday life.”
The researcher and his assistant chose four value words, phrases or concepts to
represent “leave changed.” They were (a) “personal spiritual growth is the normal
expectation for the Christ follower”; (b) “come as you are and be change by Christ”; (c)
“the spiritual disciplines are taught and practiced”; and (d) “the process of change is
active and intentional.”
The Questionnaire Process
A single volunteer interviewer with no direct relationship to the researcher or the
research assistant (not a family member or Crossway employee) gave all 40 interviews to
reduce bias.
Twenty-four men and sixteen women responded to the request to be interviewed.
The interviewees ranged in their years attending Crossway, from one year to fifty-two
years. The average years at Crossway were 9.16 with the median being 6 years. Of the 40
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interviewees, 36 have been at the church under ten years. That is significant because the
lead pastor has been at Crossway church for eleven years. Only four of the interviewees
attended Crossway prior to the current preaching ministry. About 150 people who are
currently at Crossway attended prior to the lead pastor coming eleven years ago. This is
out of an average current weekly Sunday morning ministry attendance of around 1,000
people in the building. On average the lead pastor preaches 40 Sundays a year. This totals
over 440 sermons preached in his time at Crossway. That does not include other teaching
venues outside of Sunday morning attended by some of the interviewees where the
cultural formation phrases were emphasized. It also does not include the sermons
preached by other members of the teaching team that have highlighted the four phrases
and their cultural values. The interviewees indicated that they attend between 25-52
Sundays a year with the average being 42.4. The median Sundays attended was 45. This
seemed a little high, but the average church member may not track the number of
Sundays they are in church and are likely to overestimate.
Questionnaire Response Overview
Fifteen people used one of the four cultural formation phrases verbatim in their
interviews (Table 5.1). “Community,” or “church for the curious” was used twelve times,
“come as you are” nine times, “what goes on in church can’t stay in church” zero times,
and “leave,” or “be changed” was used three times.
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Table 5.1 Specific Phrase Usage
In vivo Codes
3

Leave Changed 3

0

What Happens 0

9

Come as You Are 9

12

Community Curious 12
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

Fourteen people specifically mentioned preaching as a reason they were at
Crossway or in their description of what is important about the church. This is especially
significant as these interviewees did not know the underlying premise for the interview
and their responses appeared before question seven on the purpose of preaching and eight
that used the word culture.
Quality words and phrases were used in 39 of the 40 interviews. To better
highlight quality words and phrases, four general categories were utilized. Category one
stressed areas of teaching, category two community and fellowship, category three
serving and category four discipleship. Twenty-seven of the interviewees used these
words in category one, 28 in category two, one in category three and two in category
four. In total, 58 quality words were identified throughout the 40 interviews. The purpose
of identifying quality words and phrases was to more accurately isolate unique value
words and phrases in the Crossway culture.

104
All 40 people mentioned value words and phrases. Thirty-four of the interviewees
mentioned Category One phrases, 36 mentioned Category Two phrases, 21 mentioned
Category Three phrases, and 28 mentioned Category Four phrases. Sixty-three value
words were identified in Category One, 71 in Category Two, 27 in Category Three and
33 in Category Four. In total, 194 value words were identified throughout the 40
interviews an average of nearly five per person.
Table 5.2 People Who Mentioned Value Words
40
35
30
25
20
15
10

34

36
28
21

5
0

Community Come as You
What
Curious 34
Are 36
Happens 21

Leave
Changed 28

People Who Mentioned
Value Words
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Table 5.3 Total Number of Value Words Used
71

70

63

60
50
40

33
27

30
20
10
0

Community Curious

Come as You Are

What Happens

Leave Changed

Table 5.4, the Coded-Phrase Sample, is a breakdown of the four culture formation
phrases and examples of value words and phrases that the researcher highlighted in each
transcript. The subscript number in the chart identifies the interviewee the words are
coming from. The “Q” next to a number represents the question under which the value
phrase was highlighted. If the exact culture formation phrase or word was mentioned in
the interview, it was underlined in the chart. If a word or phrase was determined by the
researcher and research assistant to emerge out of the culture formation phrase (if it was a
value word or phrase), it was identified appropriately in the transcript and added to the
chart. Table 5.4 is a sample of the total value words highlighted. Appendix C contains a
complete chart.

106
Table 5.4 Coded Phrase Sample
Community/Curious
(Red)
1
Respect all
perspectives Q4

Come as You Are
(Green)
1
Come as you are-open
to everyone Q8

1

Preaching a process of
co-learning Q7

1

3

Life groups important
to growth Q5

2

4

3

Sermons irritate,
challenge Q3
5

Church for the
curious Q8
5

Makes you hungry for
answers/questions Q7
6
Preaching that is
honest/struggles Q5
6
Process in community
Q5
6

Preaches to different
levels Q7
7
learn in community
Q5
7

Life group Q5

Don’t have to clean
self up Q4
Very inviting
place/open Q8
Comfortable,
accepting, kind of free,
no judgment Q4
4
Very open Q4
5

Truly caring, everyone
cares Q4
5
No one turned away
Q8
6
People from all stages,
ages, socioeconomic
Q8
6
Come as you are Q8
6

No judgment Q8

6

Bin Laden could come
Q8

What Goes On
(Yellow)
7
Preaching encourages
actions outside of
church Q7
8
I’ve never seen so
many different ways to
reach out Q8
10
Give feet to faith with
reference to local and
global missions Q8
11
Living out the gospel
Q3

Leave Changed
(Blue)
1
Don’t stay as you
are Q8
3

Hands and feet of
Jesus Q7
12
Importance of
reaching out Q7
14
How we can use it in
the outside world Q3

Helped be a better
person, a better man
Q5
6
Bond with others
struggling to all
improve Q5
7
My faith and the
faith of my wife/kids
have grown Q5
9
Sermon designed to
not forget but digest
Q7
10
Challenging people
where they are at Q7
11
Make everyone
better Q4
12
Not a church to be
stagnate in Q5

16

12

12

Everybody has a
ministry Q8
12

Church ministers to
the community Q3
18
Church involved in
local and global
missions Q5
19
Invovled in
community Q4

Press on/move
forward Q5
13
All about how the
Gospel changes our
lives Q5
13
Grow closer to God
so we can hear Q7

Questionnaire Responses
This section examines the responses to five of the eight questions. By design,
three of the questions, one, two and six did not invoke any quality or value words.
Question one asked for the interviewee’s name, question two focused on the length of
time he or she had attended Crossway Church, and Question six asked how many
Sundays a year the interviewee attended on average. The remaining five questions, three,
four, five, seven and eight, were designed to elicit responses that would contain quality
and value words and phrases.
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Question Three: Why are you at Crossway Church?
This question identifies the reasons why the interviewee attends Crossway Church
but also attempts to discover any cultural observations they may have had prior to
becoming a regular attender. Additionally, this question looked to see if the cultural
formation phrases and preaching were a reason why the congregant still attended
Crossway. Twenty-five of the interviewees used either a value word in answering the
question about why they were at Crossway, or they directly mentioned preaching as a
significant reason for being at Crossway. In total, thirteen value words or phrases were
coded in Question Three, and twelve people mentioned preaching as a reason why they
are at Crossway in this question alone.
The single most frequently mentioned reason for coming to Crossway was an
emphasis on the preaching and the idea of communicating a challenging message to all
types of people.. Other reasons included proximity to home, invited by a friend,
denominational affiliation and “church shopping.” The recognition that the sermon is
targeted toward people at all places in their journeys was clear to several interviewees
and noted as a reason they are at Crossway. Interviewee Twenty-Nine highlighted this
point,
I love the foundation, the message, I think, is head on. Biblically based, the
sermons cover a good broad array of topics, but there is a lot of detail to them
as well. I think they speak to a lot of people on a lot of different levels. And
what I like particularly about it that there are challenges at the end, verses to
memorize, which I am working on starting, and you know follow up
references book, J. I. Packer said this or I got this from this material or so and so
something about this and further information out there.
Of the two top reasons for being at Crossway, no other reason totaled more than
preaching. Interviewee Twenty-Three said, “we came to Crossway and my brothers and I
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really liked it because we could actually sit and listen to Pastor Jason. That was a huge
thing for our family because we didn’t really want to listen to sermons before that.”
Interviewee Four said, “Probably more because of Jason than anything else and his
sermons and how he, you know, how he challenges me in the sermons, I guess, that is
probably the best way for me to put it.” These examples demonstrate a clear link between
preaching and the reason for attendance.
The challenge of the message preached, the application to a varied audience, and
the authentic nature of the sermons were mentioned throughout the interviews as a
important aspect of the Crossway culture. Interviewee Twenty-Six illustrates this point:
I guess the reason why I am still here, that I am going here, is that I really enjoy, I
really appreciate Pastor Jason’s teaching. I like that he is willing to teach what the
Bible actually says. Not just what sounds nice or what’s easy. I really like that. I
like that everyone here seems genuine as far as their purpose. It is not fake.
It is important to be reminded that none of the interviewees knew prior to the
interview the specific purpose of the interview nor did they see the questionnaire as it
was being administered. The words “preaching” and “culture” were intentionally not used
by the interviewer prior to questions seven and eight.
Question Four: How would you describe Crossway Church?
Without using the word culture, this question is an open ended invitation to use
key words and phrases describing the culture of the church and whether the interviewees
are connecting with the four cultural formation phrases. Value words were used 54 times
under this question. Only the culture question at the end of the interview received more
value words. An equal number of value words were coded under this question for
“community for the curious” and “come as you are.” Language such as “the Christian life
as a journey,” “the need for getting connected into community (Life Groups and Home
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Groups),” along with phrases like “sermons engaging different people, whether they were
un-churched, new to the Christian faith or mature in their Christianity,” were evident
throughout the interviews. All of these concepts have been intentionally preached by the
lead pastor and together, describe the lead pastors philosophy.
Interviewee Ten described Crossway as a community for the curious and said she
uses that phrase and concept with the college students with whom she works. This is an
example of how Crossway culture, influenced by preaching, reaches outside the church
into other cultural environments. Interviewee Thirty mentioned Crossway as a “come just
as you are community” twice in his description of the church. He specifically said that
beginners would feel welcome. Interviewee One emphasized that the church is “open to
everyone and you don’t have to clean yourself up before you come.” This idea of
cleaning oneself up before coming to church or to God is a specific sub concept under
“come as you are” and has been preached regularly by the Lead Pastor. Clear connections
between the experience of the interviewee and the on-purpose preaching for cultural
formation are littered throughout the 40 interviews.
Question Five: What has your Crossway Church experience been like?
The fifth question is an additional opportunity to probe awareness of church
culture. The intent of this question was to encourage greater story telling and descriptions
of the church. Though most of the interviewees did not engage in lengthy personal
stories, value words and phrases were coded in all four of the formation phrase
categories. The community emphasis of the “community for the curious” phrase was
highlighted in Question Five with several people mentioning the importance of smaller
group experiences called Life or Home Groups. Under question five interviewee Thirty-
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nine said, “My wife held a Life Group at our home a couple of months back. We just
enjoy being able to get plugged in and to know people and to live this journey that is our
life with people who support us.” Throughout the years, sermons have consistently
emphasized the importance of Life and Home groups as a point of application in being a
“community for the curious.” On several occasions interviewees identified how important
it was to connect with other people outside of the corporate Sunday gathering.
The cultural formation concept of being curious has frequently been explained in
sermons using this context of community with a special emphasis on the importance of
being curious in smaller group environments. To date, fifty percent of the regular Sunday
morning service attenders participate in one of these smaller groups. This is a growing
percentage over the past several years due to leadership systems and a strong community
emphasis in sermons. The interviews identified that Crossway Church believes in small
group communal involvement as a regular part of the Christian journey. That
interviewees connected the cultural value of community to the preaching is confirmed by
the specific “community for the curious” value words identified.
Questions Seven: What do you believe the purpose of preaching is?
The seventh question was framed to determine if the interviewee understood
preaching as a tool for formation of culture. In addition it encouraged interviewees to
discuss the topic in general. The researcher was looking for any perceived connection
between preaching and the cultural formation phrases from the interviewee.
Thirty-five value words or phrases were marked under this question. “Community
for the curious” was the most recorded value phrase. Interviewee five said,
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The purpose of preaching would be clarification of the written word, of the
Bible. Jason always preaches a church for the curious and we are all
curious. There are questions that come up while you are reading the Bible so
for clarification and it really even brings up more questions that may come
up and so it expounds or breeds more questions and more hunger for
answers.
Fourteen value words for “community for the curious” appeared under Question Seven.
The concept of preaching to challenge people and upset the equilibrium was clearly
identified in the interviews.
While “come just as you are” only received one value word under Question
Seven, value words for “what goes on in church doesn’t stay in church” and “leave
changed” were mentioned ten times each, more than in any of the other questions. The
challenge of living out one’s faith in Jesus Christ beyond the walls of the church has been
a regular theme in a majority of sermons. Several interviewees, in their answers to this
question, expressed understanding that the purpose of preaching should be to lead
listeners to action and change. Interviewee Thirty-Two said, “It’s influencing the world.”
Several interviewees observed that the preaching was for people at all levels of
their spiritual journey. A philosophy of preaching to those who are exploring Christianity,
new to Christianity and mature as Christians is implicit in each sermon given at
Crossway. This philosophy was recognized by many of the interviewees in each of the
questions as was its core role for creating a community for the curious. Interviewee
Thirty-Three said, in answer to Question Seven,
The purpose of preaching is the edifying and building up of believers as well
as pricking the ears of the people who haven’t yet come to know Christ. And
Jason does a great job of balancing that. Where it’s like there is enough meat
for those of us that need to be fed, yet at the same time, it is often you can feel
that if there were somebody there in the congregation that didn’t know yet,
the Lord, this could be the thing that draws them.
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This intentional effort to preach to multiple levels at the same time is fundamental
to the philosophy of crafting a message for a crowd as opposed to communicating to an
individual. When speaking to an individual, a communicator can tailor the talk to the
specific needs of the person. But in speaking to a crowd, the needs are too numerous to
engage each individual. Therefore, a broader model of communicating to the group is
required. The philosophy of incorporating aspects of a message to intentionally connect
with three broad groups (un-churched, churched though not biblically mature and
committed followers of Christ) is a foundational attitude when preaching to a crowd.
Though most of the interviewees thought of preaching as something for personal growth
and transformation, recognition of the corporate impact of preaching was clearly shown
by the thirty-five value words used to describe preaching. These value words represent
the impact of the four cultural formation phrases used in preaching to shape the church
culture.
An additional theme of transparency in preaching occurred multiple times in the
answers to Question Seven, as was the concept that the preacher is on a journey of
discovery with the congregation. This fits perfectly with the primary distinctive of
Crossway Church as a community for the curious. Interviewee Six, in reference to the
purpose of preaching said, “Again, I think it works well here that it’s not so much a
lecture and casting of fire down, but it’s very much a common struggle that is realized
between the pastor and the people in the audience.” Interviewee One contrasted a
preacher who is “being God” with the approach at Crossway when he said, “But rather it
is teaching, but it is also the process of co-learning with your congregation.” Many of
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these specific sermon centric comments emphasized unique Crossway church formation
phrases.
Question Eight: How would you describe the culture of Crossway Church?
The final question outpaced all others with the number of value words expressed.
The last question was an expansion of the fourth question in an attempt to specifically
understand interviewee’s perception of Crossway Church culture. Unlike Questions Four,
it was the only one to actually use the word culture. Fifty-eight value words were marked
under Question Eight that specifically asked the interviewees how they understand the
culture of Crossway.
The culture formation phrase, “come as you are,” received 39 of the value words
with, “community for the curious,” receiving 10. The remainder landed under the last two
phrases with, “what goes on in church can’t stay in church” receiving 3 and “leave
changed” receiving 6. It is clear in the interviews that the culture of Crossway Church is a
welcoming environment for anyone who desires to attend. Interviewee Nine said, “I don’t
know if eclectic would be the right word, but it is very diverse. You see all age groups
and you know, like I said my kids come here and my grandkids. … And everybody here
seems to be very open and friendly.”
A “come just as you are” culture was the first formation phrase intentionally
preached by the lead pastor. It has received more communication time over the years than
any other. This is unquestionably seen in several of the comments made by the
interviewees. Interviewee Twenty-Seven said, “Very accepting. And that, come as you
are, policy is pretty neat.” Though no such “policy” actually exists at Crossway, the
cultural value is so strong that this one interviewee felt like it must be an overt policy.
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The clarity and power of the “come just as you are” formation phrase and its connection
to preaching was bluntly illustrated by Interviewee Six:
I really enjoy the come as you are philosophy of preaching here. It has really
helped me a lot in the way of just not trying to cast judgment on people I don’t
know and things and to just really recognize that everyone is welcome. To the
extreme examples of, recognize how I think I responded, I guess maybe different,
to like when Osama bin Laden was killed and everyone was saying oh great, you
know go burn in hell and things like that. And it’s just like, you know what I
really learned here is that even he would have been welcome here and there is no
reason that he couldn’t have been forgiven for his sins as well and heaven. That is
something that is big to me and just recognizing that, you know, we can’t really
be casting that judgment on other people because we all have our own issues that
need to be dealt with as well.
The point of this quote is not to discuss the eternal destiny of Osama Bin Laden. Rather,
the interviewee was giving a clear example of the perspective that Crossway is a “come
just as you are” culture and that this culture was informed by the preaching.
The culture was also described by interviewees as a “community for the curious.”
One of the preaching tools to emphasize this formation phrase was the concept of a
journey. Christians are all on a journey together in the process of being more like Christ.
Christianity is not just something that happened in one’s life but it is also happening and
will happen. Journey language was used by participants to describe the culture. In this
way, the influence of the “community for the curious” on Crossway was evident in the
interviews.
Interviewee Twelve said, “It is a church where you get the sense of community.
We are all on the same journey together, but the church is constantly growing and
moving—it never stands still. Again, I think it is as diverse as it can be.” Interviewee
Thirty-Three said, “I just think the people here are real genuine. I don’t think we have a
lot of fakers here. I have been in churches with lots of fakers.” The culture of Crossway is
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understood as a safe place for people to be curious and explore what it means to be
Christian in community. Interviewee Thirty-Nine said, “Culture is one that is open to
people that are curious. Really looking for people that may not have it all figured out and
we just point them to Jesus Christ. We don’t pretend to have it all figured out either, but
we will figure it out together.”
Table 5.5 illustrates the number of value words and phrases coded under each
formation phrase by question.
Table 5.5 Value Words and Phrases under Each Formation Phrase by Question
45
39

40
35
30
25

22

22

20
15

15

14
10

10
5

6

5

4

10

10

3

3

4

3

3
1

1
0

Curious
Question 3

Come
Question 4

6

What
Question 5

Question 7

0
Leave

Question 8

116
Analysis of Interview Results
The frequency and specific sermonic usage of the four formation phrases has
varied over the years at Crossway Church. The culture formation phrase “community for
the curious” was introduced in 2009, making it the newest of the four phrases. “Come as
you are” has been the longest used culture formation phrase of the four with “leave
changed” and “what goes on in church can’t stay in church” following sequentially.
Though “community for the curious” is the newest of the four phrases, it has become the
primary culture distinctive of Crossway Church, therefore it has received the most
attention over the past few years in multiple communication settings both inside and
outside of the sermons. “Community for the curious” and “come as you are” have been
used the most in sermons, with dozens of specific sermons over the years exclusively
dedicated to understanding these concepts from a biblical perspective.
“What goes on in church can’t stay in church” has also received specific focus in
sermons but not with the same frequency as the prior two phrases. Even though the
specific phrase has not been used as often, the concept of living one’s faith outside of the
worship service is present in most sermons. The infrequency of this phrase is one likely
reason why it does not appear verbatim in the interviews. Additionally, of the four
formation phrases it is the most cumbersome to say and not as memorable as the other
three. “Leave changed” has also been preached more as a concept than as a memorable
phrase over the years. It is easier to say and remember than the prior phrase, but it’s
infrequent quotation is likely due to its infrequent use in preaching. In recent years the
lead pastor has used the specific phrase “leave changed” frequently in a Sunday morning
prayer prior to many of the sermons, but not as often in the sermon itself.
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The researcher is seeking to determine the impact of preaching on church culture
by isolating four key formation phrases. The phrases represent the desired church culture
communicated by the preacher. The researcher sought to determine the relationship
between desired church culture communicated in the preaching and that actual church
culture, as it is perceived by regular church attenders. Based on the 40 interviews and the
value words that were mined from the transcripts, the current church culture appears
significantly congruent with the desired church culture. Further support for this
conclusion is that minimal dissidence was found in the interviews between desired
culture and the experiences of those interviewed.
Jim Collins’s research on the Disney Corporation’s employee development gives
insights that a local church might apply to its own organization. As described earlier,
Collins pointed out Disney’s specific use of language calling an employee a “cast
member,” customers “guests” and being off duty “backstage.” He explained how this use
of language shaped the corporate culture of Disney. Collins noted that the customer did
not need to be aware of the unique Disney language to be impacted by the Disney
culture. 1
This project has shown how this observation holds true in the church setting. A
congregant does not need to repeat a cultural formation phrase verbatim or even
necessarily know that such phrases exist to be impacted by them. For example, the
specific culture formations phrases that shaped Crossway’s culture were used a total of
24 times by the interviewees, but concepts that express the culture behind the formation
phrases appeared 194 times as value words. The cultural values that the four formation
1

Collins and Porras, Built To Last, 128.
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phrases summarized were more important than rote memorization of the actual phrase in
shaping culture. The transcripts revealed that for the forty individuals who participated in
this project, the church is very much a culture that mirrors the values of the four culture
formation phrases communicated through the preaching ministry.
Supplementary Senior Pastor Interviews
Supplementary research on preaching and the formation of culture included three
informal interviews with senior pastors. These interviewees knew that the researcher was
writing a thesis on preaching and its impact on a local congregation. The purpose of these
three interviews was to explore how these pastors understood preaching and the impact of
their preaching on their particular church congregation. Three primary questions were
asked of the pastors: What is your purpose and philosophy of preaching? How does
preaching impact culture? And do you preach to an individual or a group? The
information gleaned in these interviews was incorporated into the Chapter Six synthesis
of all the research.
Rusty Pastors an Evangelical Free Church
Rusty is a graduate of Dallas Theological Seminary and Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School. He has pastored his current church for four years and has been a pastor
for over twenty-four years.
Rusty understands the purpose of preaching as “preach the text in a way that
people can understand it.” He recognized that when you preach it is both to an individual
and to a congregation. Preaching to a group of individuals in contrast with preaching to
an individual influences how he crafts and delivers the sermon. He believes the preacher
has to design each sermon for a specific audience. For example, he has a classic
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traditional hymn-singing venue with an average age of attenders of over 50 and a
contemporary venue with the average age of attenders of over 30. The classic venue is
mostly Scandinavian while the other is much more diverse. He preaches the same sermon
with the same big idea and biblical text. The major difference is in the use of illustrations
and stories.
His goal is to bring the text in a culturally relevant way that is engaging and
motivating for the given audience. His church has experienced major transition in the last
four years and he believes that preaching has been key to the transition of the church.
Specifically, he said, “Preaching is culture.” How the preacher talks and expresses
himself shapes the given culture of the church. When he came to the church everything
was very ordered and he faced a fair amount of legalism. In his preaching he intentionally
moved away from legalism and introduced a level of personal transparency. Moreover, he
incorporated a strong emphasis in his preaching on the biblical truth that Christ has a
deep love for the lost. This emphasis drove the church to be more grace-filled and
outward focused. He believes his transparency in preaching and emphasis on lost people
has shaped the culture of the church that has brought new people in the doors. He has a
lot of anecdotal evidence for this, specifically mentioning an Easter sermon that impacted
many people in the congregation. On Easter Sunday he talked about his struggle with
depression and consequently opened up the culture of the church to talking about the
historically private issue of depression among church people.
In the researcher’s conversation with Rusty, it was clear that he believes
preaching is a primary tool for a senior pastor to change and guide church culture. This
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church formation is accomplished in part by properly understanding the Bible and
communicating it in a relevant manner with a level of transparency.
Bruce Pastored a Presbyterian Church
Bruce is a graduate of Princeton Seminary. He pastored a Presbyterian church for
nine years and has pastored for fourteen years total. He is currently transitioning to
another ministry. Bruce understood the purpose of preaching as “to proclaim the word of
God, and in that respect to exegete it in a consistent manner with the scriptures and the
historical confessional tradition.”
He believed that the preacher’s personal style of preaching and the likability of
the pastor to a particular congregation had a significant impact on the culture of that
specific congregation. The greater question for Bruce is “does the content of my
preaching impact the congregation?” Bruce placed a stronger emphasis on the
hermeneutics of the sermon and its impact than on the impact of homiletics in general. He
believed that preachers are to proclaim the Word of God with truth and grace in the
power of Holy Spirit. He said that this kind of preaching is what ultimately impacts
people. He said that the shaping of the culture is not just an act of preaching but is deeply
connected to the willingness of the congregation to receive the message and be
appropriately changed because of it. Bruce expressed that there is a key interplay between
the communicator and the listener in how the congregation is transformed.
Bruce mentioned that every time a new pastor comes to a church there is a
significant shift in the congregation. The people who do not leave the church but remain
listening to the preaching pastor move beyond the person of the pastor to his or her
message. This is especially true if it is a very consistent message. In the nine years at one
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particular church, Bruce’s goal was to communicate a few simple truths over and over
again. His hope was that people would remember what he says down the road. Repetition
is a foundational principle in his preaching philosophy to impact the local congregation.
Bruce did not believe that preaching to an individual is always faithful to the text.
Over the years he has come to believe people need to hear the word of God in an active
way and that active way must be more corporate focusing on the church as the body of
Christ. He specifically mentioned that the evangelical church tradition needs to wrestle
with the question, “Is the most important thing a personal relationship with Jesus or who
we are as a body of Christ?” Bruce emphasizes the later. Preaching and its preceding
exegesis ought to be seen more through the lens of the body of Christ than through the
lens of the individual. He was not discounting the impact on the individual. Rather, Bruce
was concerned with the overemphasis of preaching to an individual that is found
especially in the evangelical tradition. He ended the interview by stating: “Our preaching
ought to be teaching on what it looks like for us to be the body of Christ in the local
congregation we are called to shepherd.”
The proper handling of the biblical text and the power of the text to shape the
church as the body of Christ was a primary emphasis in this interview. Bruce said that
though the messenger was important, he tended to put a greater emphasis on the impact
of the message in relation to the receptivity of the church as a whole.
Mike Pastored an Independent Church
Mike was a graduate of Fuller Seminary. He had pastored his current church for
five years and has been a pastor for fifteen. Mike discussed the philosophy and purpose
of preaching particularly in his current church context. He says,
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Our philosophy and purpose of preaching connects with how we organize the
church around discover, grow and share. Discover is evangelistic, grow
discipleship and share more missional. Some sermons are more discovery
sermons focusing on felt needs. Some are grow series going through a book of the
Bible in an expository way. Some are more missional, calling people to something
higher.
He believes that preaching should teach people about God, doctrine and theology as well
as address felt needs. For Mike a singular summary definition of preaching is, “Calling
people to something higher, for someone who is not saved to salvation or someone saved
to a higher spiritual growth and to a missional lifestyle.”
Mike envisions groups of people when he prepares his sermons. He is not
focusing on individual people but the church collectively. He said, “I never think about
individuals but groups of people within in the church.” He thinks about the groups of
people that are seeking and groups that are mature. He also thinks of groups in terms of
generations, teenagers and seniors. In every sermon he attempts to make sure there is
something in each sermon to hit the vast majority of these groups in the church.
Mike stated that preaching has shaped the culture of his church, referencing that a
number of people have constantly affirmed the cultural impact of the preaching. Five
years ago the church had a very different culture. A major distinctive in transitioning the
culture that he has heard from many people is that the preacher is one of them, he is
transparent and that he tells a lot of stories. This has significantly shaped the culture. For
example, it is a more transparent congregation now with people “admitting their stuff”
instead of putting on a happy face like before. Now people are okay baring their souls. As
to the broader effectiveness of his preaching, Mike said, “I don’t know if it would be
effective in every church but it works in my context.” He closed the interview by
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reiterating that preaching has the power to shape and change the culture of the church and
that his church was evidence of that.
For Mike, preaching and especially preaching as it is connected to the overall
church vision has greatly shaped the culture of the church. The transparency and story
telling of preaching flows from who he is as opposed to a grand strategic philosophy of
cultural formation.
Field Research Synopsis
The case study research findings from Crossway Church and the interviews with
three pastors in diverse church contexts clearly affirm that preaching has a significant
impact on church culture. A congregant does not need to repeat the culture formation
phrases verbatim or even necessarily know that such a phrase exists to be impacted by
them. Several core principles surfaced from the field research that were synthesized with
the discoveries from Chapters Two and Three. This synthesis created reproducible
principles that inform preaching for cultural transformation.
Repetition matters. How often a word, phrase, or idea is communicated is
correlated with the shaping of the church culture. That which was repeated most often
had the greatest potential to impact the people and culture of the church. Preaching for
cultural formation is a marathon, not a sprint. This was confirmed as length of time a
concept was presented also increasing its impact on cultural formation. This was
especially true for the “come just as you are” formation phrase. The authenticity of the
communicator was a significant finding in creating welcoming, grace filled cultures in
the Crossway interviews and a major emphasis in two of the three pastoral interviews.
Others findings included the ability of the formation concept to concretely affect how
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people operate outside of the sanctuary context. It was also found that targeting preaching
concepts toward small groups was crucial to church structures, and how ministries train
and lead. Another principle foundational to preaching for maximum cultural
transformation is consistency of the message. A final principle is that preaching must be
to crowds or a group and not just an individual. This was highlighted in the three pastoral
interviews and is demonstrated in the Crossway Church philosophy of preaching to three
groups (un-churched, churched yet biblically illiterate, churched and biblically literate) of
people in every sermon. This principle was also utilized in the Crossway sermon
preparation that continually focused on preaching the four formation values to the
congregation as a corporate entity.
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CHAPTER SIX: PRINCIPLES FOR SHAPING CULTURE THROUGH PREACHING
Nine Preaching Principles
This thesis researched the connection between preaching and the formation of
church culture. The researcher used the thesis findings to develop a set of nine
communication principles in order to better equip pastors in utilizing their preaching
craft. When used properly, these principles can significantly influence culture and
transform a local congregation.
Table 6.1 Nine Preaching Principles
Be Intentional
Use Repetition
Tell Stories

Focus on the Corporate

Be Creative

Make it Active

Give it Time
Define and Redefine
Terms
Engage Emotion

The scope of this field research was focused on one evangelical church in the
Midwest, Crossway Church, a part of the Christian and Missionary Alliance
denomination. The focus of the field research was to discern the impact of preaching on
cultural formation in this one church. Additional research included three senior pastor
interviews that focused on their preaching and church culture.
The researcher examined many sources to determine the connection between
preaching and the formation of culture; including the Bible, homiletic literature, literature
on the unique rabbinic model of formation, education and disciple making. It was crucial
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to define culture and the potency of oral communication in the literature. It was evident in
the literature review and field research that culture is something that can be deliberately
shaped. The researcher examined writings about organizational culture, cultural analysis
research, homiletic resources, linguistic anthropology studies, organizational leadership
literature and historical studies.
The field research focused on the impact of the researcher’s sermons on the
culture of the church, Crossway. Interviews with Crossway congregants were analyzed
and synthesized, as were three interviews with the preaching pastors of other churches. In
the interviews with Crossway adherents, the researcher was looking for connections or
disconnections between what the senior pastor preached on Sunday morning and the
perceptions of the congregants. The researcher compared the culture desired and
articulated by the senior pastor with the perception of the congregants from the
interviews. A clear connection between the preaching and cultural experience of the
congregants was discovered. Three interviews with senior pastors of other churches were
used to gain supplemental information about the connection between preaching and
culture. All nine preaching principles are seen in the field research.
From the field research, biblical study and literature review a series of nine
reproducible principles that can guide preachers to purposefully promote cultural change
through their sermons was developed. The researcher drew these insights from the
principles found in the theological and rabbinic study of disciple making, from the
literature study, and from data acquired in the field studies. The first preaching principle
to shape church culture is, be intentional.
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Be Intentional
It is not an accident that Crossway Church has four formation principles clearly
articulated in the preaching. Regardless of what phrases an organization uses to shape
culture, it is the intentionality of crafting a phrase that imbeds a particular cultural value
into an organization. If there are too many formation phrases they can lose distinction,
while too few risks a culture that is narrow and near-sighted. The field research revealed
that the clear and intentional manner in which the phrases were communicated, over the
past ten years were in fact understood by Crossway attenders. By stating clearly and
publically through sermons the culture to which Crossway was called, ambiguity was
removed and the congregation recognized a clear direction.
This principle of intentional focus was highlighted in the writing of Edgar Schein
and several other authors whose work informed this thesis. Schein emphasized that the
things to which leaders pay attention, that which they measure and control on a regular
basis, is a key embedding mechanism to influence a culture. If a particular culture is
going to emerge in a church, the preacher must define that desired culture using clear
descriptions in a memorable fashion. By intentionally defining the direction of the
culture, the preacher enables a listener to discern which attitudes and behaviors are and
are not congruent with the desired church culture. For example, if someone at Crossway
were to present a message that it is not important to be exceptionally welcoming, then a
majority of the interviewees should recognize such messages are counter to the cultural
value of “come just as you are.” According to the case studies, a significant number of
Crossway church attenders had thoroughly absorbed the values preached for years,
confirming the importance of intentionality.
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Language has always been a powerful tool for change. The story of Babel in the
Old Testament and the modern writings of John Stott, Lois Berkholf and others
emphasize this fact. Because the influence of language is so strong, there will be many
phrases, concepts and ideas that compete with those of desired church culture in an
attempt to dislodge it. The intentional communicator has the ability to sift through this
cultural noise of competing values by selecting which phrases and their values are
foundational for preferred culture. This intentional use of language was clearly
demonstrated in the Crossway research, interviews with pastors, corporate strategies
readings as well as the rabbinic view of discipleship. Therefore, leaders of congregations
must know the cultural values that need to be created and they must get painfully specific
about how best to articulate them. While a preacher is always influencing church culture,
it is the intentionality of the communicator that can direct culture toward the specific
desired formation goal.
Use Repetition
In ancient Hebraic culture, repetition was used to impart the Torah into the hearts
and minds of the people. When the Bible commands in Deuteronomy 6:7 to talk about the
laws of God to one’s children in every aspect of life, Moses is instructing the teacher to
engage in repetition, a practice that modern neuroscience has discovered shaped the
mind. The principle is clear: what is repeated, most, often, gets done. This principle for
cultural impact is seen in the teaching of Jesus, with themes such as “Kingdom of God”
and “Kingdom of Heaven” are continually repeated in parables and teachings. Another
example is how Jesus, Peter and Paul frequently repeated the message of repentance, a
message that started with John the Baptist.
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Repetition also is a key way in which the human brain creates patterns of habit.
Positive and negative habits are not formed because a person hears or does something
once, but rather as a given idea or behavior is repeated. Overtime if groups of people are
to think and act in a particular way that shapes a culture, repetition must be present. From
the biblical narrative to the corporate boardroom, repeating corporate cultural values and
behavior is foundational to establishing organizational culture.
It is important for the preacher to repeat the cultural formation phrases verbatim.
A phrase sticks out above the sea of other sermonic words when it is crafted with
intentionality and when it is repeated verbatim over and over again in multiple sermons.
The researcher discovered this with the term “community for the curious.” The research
revealed that the importance to the congregant is not their ability to recall the phrase
verbatim. Instead, the importance of verbatim repetition is the consistency of the message
and value especially when they are intentionally delivered over years for the purpose of
cultural formation. The natural tendency for a preacher is to always grab for something
new and fresh but this does not facilitate communication for cultural formation. The
congregation needs to know there is a direction, and that direction needs to be presented
over and over again. For some in a congregation the repetition might feel tired, clichéd
and even corny, but repetition imbeds the concept into the mind of the listener. Mark
Rutland in his book, Relaunch, articulates the importance of repetition. “When it comes
to articulating a vision, you cannot get bored with the sound of your own voice; it doesn’t
matter that you’ve said it a thousand times. That doesn’t mean your audience has heard
it—really heard it—a thousand times.” 1 Whether it is casting a vision or shaping a

1

Mark Rutland, Relaunch (Colorado Springs, CO: David C. Cook, 2013), kindle location 1033.

130
culture, repetition is always a crucial communication principle. Repetition was one the
most important formation principles that emerged from field research and rabbinic
studies.
The two phrases repeated the most at Crossway, “community for the curious” and
“come just as you are,” outpaced the other two phrases substantially in interviewee usage.
This was the case in both verbatim repetitions and in the use of value phrases, where the
values concept was expressed in the person’s own words. In a world of ever-increasing
distraction and competing cultural values, communicating for cultural transformation
requires more repetition than ever before.
Give it Time
Closely connected to repetition is time. It takes years for a preacher to shape
culture through sermons. The preacher must commit to his or her intentionality and
repetition for the long hall. In rabbinic discipleship, the expectation was that a young man
(disciples were primarily men in second temple Judaism) would follow a rabbi for three
to five years. No disciple would expect to become like the rabbi in a one-day seminar,
twelve-week class, or even in a six month mentoring program. The rabbinic tradition
recognized that transformation happens over time. Jesus’ disciples followed him for three
years in preparation to become the apostles of the church. The lead pastor at Crossway
preached these cultural values for several years before they became “normal” for
Crossway Church.
Former criminals spend a minimum of two years at the Delancey Rehabilitation
Program and the average stay is four years. 2 This length of time is necessary for people to
2
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learn a new way to understand themselves and others. There is no quick fix for Delancey
participants. Just as with rabbinic discipleship, it takes time. The learning process cannot
be sped up, either at Delancey or in the rabbinic tradition. Words, concepts and
worldviews must all be reframed carefully. Participants must re-learn how to use
language. All of this takes time. Preaching for intentional cultural formation takes more
time than many communicators allow.
It takes an extended period of time to reshape the identity of a church and the
minds, perspectives and hearts of congregants using cultural formation phrases. None of
the three pastors interviewed had been pastoring at their current location less than three
years. All of them had experienced transformation in their church community by
preaching for several years. The historical examples of Wesley and Simpson model the
impact of preaching for a period of many years. When preachers feel as though they have
talked about a formation phrase enough, they are more likely just getting started in
shaping church through their sermons. The temptation to create new and fresh formation
phrases every twelve months or so must be cast aside in favor of giving substantial time
to cultural transformation through preaching.
Tell Stories
People live in a story and people are story. People understand reality in terms of
stories. Story is one of the most potent tools in a communicator’s box to shape culture.
The formation phrases need to be connected to biblical stories, communal stories and
modern stories. Stories bring life and definition to communication for cultural
transformation. The development of the power of the preaching craft occurs not simply
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from the preacher’s own personal story but also from the preacher’s ability to
communicate the biblical story in a way that impacts culture for a new generation.
When the communicator tells a story about what it looks like to “leave changed”
an abstract phrase becomes concrete in the mind of the listener. The power for cultural
transformation lies not in the phrase itself but in the stories that define the phrase. The
phrase can take on countless cultural meanings apart from a story, but a story defines it
better for the congregation. Many of the people interviewed at Crossway Church did not
repeat the formation phrase, but they did tell stories and give examples that were clearly
influenced by the formation phrases. A formation phrase such as “leave changed” truly
cannot be applied except when an example is given of a person changed in some way.
For instance, when the congregation hears about a person who takes clear steps to no
longer be in bondage to debt the formation phrase takes on life. In another instance, the
exhortation to be sexually pure becomes transformational when the preacher
communicates this truth using the biblical story of David and his failure to get off the
roof thus leading to sexual sin. The story of David and Bathsheba is a timeless one that
can bring life, power and action to the value of sexual purity. Jesus and Jewish rabbis
understood the power of stories. In their day they were often called “parables.” These
short stories engaged the imagination and often made the abstract concrete and
understandable. When Jesus taught on the Kingdom of Heaven he explained it by using
story in Matthew 13. When Jesus was explaining the passion and love of God, he told a
story about a shepherd and sheep in Matthew 18. David Larson writes that thirty-five
percent of Jesus’ teaching was through parabolic stories. As many as seventy parables
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were told and preserved depending on how broad a definition one uses. 3 When Jesus
wanted to make a point or explain the abstract he told stories.
People are attracted to stories of other people because they can relate to such
stories. The Bible is filled with curious stories that, when communicated well, capture the
imagination of the listener for positive communal change. When preaching for cultural
transformation, intentional stories must be told that illustrate the point of a phrase. If such
stories are not communicated, people will attach their own stories to the phrase. So, for
example, the phrase “what goes on in church can’t stay in church” is about living a
missional life outside the walls of the sanctuary. But listeners will not make that
application of the phrase unless stories are told to properly define the intention of the
concept. That phrase could mean dozens of unhealthy and ungodly things if not
powerfully explained with the use of story.
Another example of how human beings have a desire to hear stories about other
human beings can be seen in the number of magazines, shows and websites dedicated to
telling these stories. There is an especially “sticky” factor to a story when it is about reallife people. The positive impact of stories to encourage financial giving is seen in the
approach of organizations like World Vision which attach stories to support opportunities
instead of only providing numbers and graphs. Two of the preachers interviewed
emphasized the importance of sharing stories and specifically personal stories of
vulnerability and transparency. This has also been a path employed by the lead pastor at
Crossway Church in his own preaching. By sharing stories of a personal nature,
definition and a living example is given to the formation phrase.
3
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In another example, “we are a welcoming church” is an appropriate culture
formation phrase but it has no real power until stories are told to illustrate what it does or
does not look like. Story allows the congregation to recognize when the phrase is being
applied as intended. This enables the congregation to participate in the proliferation of the
cultural value. A church could say that 23 people felt welcome at church this past
Sunday, but such an announcement has little formation power. However, when the story
is told of Sally who was homeless and living out of her car, who wore dirty clothes and
looked disheveled, who came into church, was welcomed, hugged and connected to
people that invited her to lunch—that story defines what it really looks like to live out the
formation phrase “we are a welcoming church.”
In Greco-Roman culture, stories about the gods shaped people’s understanding of
religion and reality. The religion that resulted would not have had the same level of
influence over the culture were the gods not connected to stories. If they were promoted
merely with lists of their abilities and lists of the rules necessary to please them, they
would not have captured the popular imagination. In Jewish society, it was the story of
Abraham’s obedience and of Moses’ leading the people out of Egypt through the waters
toward the Promised Land that shaped their cultural identity. Story defines, empowers
and inspires cultural identity and transformation.
Every Bible bases sermon can become a story that better defines the clear cultural
distinctive for a local congregation. The research revealed that communicators must
continually find stories, both modern and ancient, that illustrate, define and bring to life
the culture they desire to create in a given church.
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Focus on the Corporate
When communicating with a group of people for cultural formation one must
recognize how group dynamics differ from one-to-one communication. The preacher,
with his or her sermon, is not primarily communicating with an individual but rather a
group of individuals. This is not to say that people are not individually impacted, but a
preacher focusing exclusively on the personal and private application of the biblical truth,
will risk fanning the flames of individualism. This can clearly hamper the formation of
corporate culture. God chose individuals, but he chose individuals in the context of
community. God brought the church into existence as a body (community) of faith rather
than as a collection of individual parts. When the focus of preaching is exclusively aimed
at the individual, the person will often fail to see themselves as part of the broader church
community. It is the ability to understand and act on ones behavior in the context of the
church community that shapes the ethos of the organization.
When a preacher communicates with an eye toward intentional cultural formation,
a crucial corporate question must be engaged. That question is, “What does this truth
mean to the community of faith?” Take, for example, the biblical mandate to be
compassionate. It is inadequate if the sermon’s application ends with an exhortation to
have compassion toward an individual’s neighbor or compassion toward an individual’s
co-worker. The preacher must also understand and communicate being compassionate in
the context of the communal church. He or she must ask, “What does it look like for this
entire church to be compassionate and to show compassion?” It is vital to intentionally
preach for the corporate culture of the church and not just individual transformation in
order to achieve maximum impact. At Crossway church the “come just as you are”
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formation phrase is directly linked to becoming a compassionate community. When this
cultural value was preached for corporate impact, the application focused heavily on the
experience of a new person as they first engaged a Crossway church ministry
environment. The value “come just as you are” preached for corporate application
focused on what the desired cultural experience looks like on Sunday morning or upon
entering a Life Group. When the formation phrase “what goes on in church can’t stay in
church” was preached, examples would focus on the reputation of the church in the
community and the importance of serving the needs of the community together and not
just as individuals. People need to see themselves as part of something beyond their own
individuality for the communal culture to be impacted.
The researcher has preached all four Crossway Church formation phrases over the
years with the intent that they would be understood and applied in the context of
corporate identity. Corporate identity is how the individuals in church see themselves as a
unit formed by common experiences. The research revealed that many interviewees
explained Crossway culture reflecting a corporate identity consistent with the formation
phrases. All three pastors interviewed understood the importance of preaching to the
congregation and not just to individuals. One in particular, Bruce, the pastor of the
Presbyterian Church, highlighted the negative impact of a hyper emphasis on personal
salvation at the expense of what it means to be the body of Christ collectively.
When preaching with the group in mind, the preacher creates a common, shared
experience. This shared experience in turn promotes conversation and action beyond the
sermon delivery. It does this by fabricating a group-enforced norm, which becomes the
expected level of behavior. In other words, people begin to embrace the idea that “we act
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this way when we are together,” and thus the group itself begins enforcing the cultural
value. In this way, the culture of the church becomes a form of peer support, continually
prompting individuals to act out on the value.
When the preacher communicates “community for the curious” with the church as
a whole in mind, he or she will paint a picture of what it looks like as an entire
community behaves curiously. This picture of a curious group illustrates and defines for
everyone an atmosphere in which no one feels threatened by different points of view, and
therefore many points of view can prosper. With this approach, preaching is not
considered successful when people simply come to see themselves as curious individuals.
Rather, preaching is considered successful when curiosity becomes the norm and the
expectation of the entire church culture. Its success is reinforced when the group comes
to expect curious behavior and in turn promotes it such that many points of view are
shared and entertained without censure.
Since sermon application often occurs in the context of community one might
deduce that an individual approach to preaching will be automatically applied in a group.
While there may be some truth to this line of reasoning, it is inadequate because it leaves
corporate application of the message up to the individual however he or she sees fit.
Some individuals may make corporate applications but it is also likely many will not.
Either way, there is no uniform application and no reinforcement from others. By
preaching with a focus on the corporate formation of the church the preacher can
effectively direct the specific application for the church as a whole to incarnate a
particular cultural value.
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One way to make preaching an act of communal, cultural formation is to exegete
one’s Scripture passage with its original target audience in mind. This has always been an
important part of the proper preparation of a message that is also part of preaching
corporately. Because most sections of the Bible were written with groups in mind, a
preacher who thinks of exegesis as understanding a Bible passage as it was written to its
original, target community will naturally start to think of their target audience as a
community and not merely a collection of individuals. This makes it easier to transfer
biblical truth and application to the modern church community. It will force the preacher
to constantly ask the questions, “What does this truth have to say to the community of
faith as a whole?” and “How does this truth reinforce the desired church ethos?” and
“What will it look like in the community of faith if an individual actually follows the
text?” Corporate thinking and analysis in the sermon preparation will purposefully
transform church culture.
Define and Redefine Terms
Language is fluid and dynamic. It is always changing. What a word means today
might not be what it means twenty years from now and what a word means for one
person might not be what it means for another. If words are not defined and redefined by
the primary communicator of a group, two important dangers emerge. First, the listener
attaches his or her own meaning to the word and this may not be the communicator’s
original intent. Second, the phrase becomes cliché and loses its transformational impact.
Words shape the culture in which people reside. The words that a preacher uses are not
neutral as there are no neutral words only the perceived definition and motional/cognitive
response to those definitions by the listener. The perceived meanings the congregants
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attach to those words shape a particular church culture. The variability of language shifts
people’s way of thinking about the world around them. Words take on different meaning
within generations and the experiences of the listener. An individual could have several
completely different definitions of a word throughout their adult life. This creates the
need for communicators to regularly define and redefine terms.
For example, Crossway Church is a community for the curious but what do those
words “community” and “curious” mean to the congregant and does that meaning line up
with the intent of the preacher? For a person in the congregation who has never
experienced a safe, caring, forgiving and authentic community, these words can take on a
radically different meaning than biblical understanding of a Christian community. The
words need to be clearly defined by the preacher. In addition, new people are always
coming and the incorporation of definitions for words takes time, therefore the preacher
must be continually presenting the terms. When a word like curious is engaged as a
formation concept of culture, it becomes crucial to have a communal, accepted,
understood definition. Most congregants would not know what a curious church culture
looks like otherwise. The preacher must be less assumptive in his or her understanding of
what words mean to the diverse people in a congregation, constantly defining terms to
ensure understanding. It is safest to assume that the congregation does not have the
clearest understanding of a word and continually to intentionally explore ways to
communicate the definition with the congregation.
When a singular word or concept is used and reused over years it can easily
become cliché and people may no longer pay attention to that concept. It is easy for a
person to consciously or subconsciously think “been there done that, tell me something I
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don’t know.” By redefining a familiar phrase such as, “come just as you are” the
formation words retain their transformational power intended by the communicator. This
is one of the teachings Jesus and other rabbis employed in their use of parables. They
would often include concepts in their parables that redefined familiar and widely
accepted beliefs about people and God. The parable of the Good Samaritan and The
Prodigal Son are important examples of this. As cultural formation words or concepts
become commonplace in a church environment the communicator must work hard at
keeping the definition of those words clear and fresh.
In the field research at Crossway Church, the study of Jewish rabbis and the
literature review, the importance of defining and redefining words for formation was
seen. As words are defined and re-defined for the corporate church, the culture is shaped
by the images, stories, and theological attributes these words take on.
Be Creative
The principle “be creative” is closely associated with the two principles of
defining and redefining words and telling stories. The creativity of Jesus as a teacher is
often overlooked. One of the primary ways Jesus was creative was his use of the object
lesson. Because most of his teaching took place outdoors in the community as opposed to
the synagogue, Jesus had an unlimited supply of creative visuals to illustrate his points.
The rabbinic tradition took the classroom out into the world in which people lived. This
enabled them to teach the abstract and invisible qualities of God, in Jesus’ case the
“Kingdom of God,” by creatively engaging everyday images for illustration.
The creativity of the communicator will combat a congregation’s feeling of
familiarity with the cultural formation phrases, which can erode their impact. If the
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communicator simply incorporates a formation phrase into a message but does not spend
time thinking creatively about its presentation, it becomes a church platitude instead of a
powerful phrase for transformation. By illustrating and explaining the formation phrases
using images, object lessons, creative stories, and the arts, the phrases remain fresh and
impactful throughout the years.
Many approaches espoused in the new homiletic writings of Eugene Lowry, Fred
Craddock and others are beneficial to the principle of creative communication. Seeing
preaching as a creative story and understanding the necessary stages of learning a person
goes through, a preacher can better engage enhanced creative communication. The fivestage sermon process for Lowry, outlined in the literature review, opens up preaching to
many creative communication resources used in modern storytelling. 4 These stages are
closely associated with a moves form of communication that engages people’s need for
urgency, identifies the barriers in their life, unpacks the deeper context of the message
and provides clear next steps. By understanding these necessary steps a person goes
through when listening to a preacher’s message, creativity is more easily engaged.
The research revealed that listeners had not experienced communication
exhaustion over the years in which the formation phrases have been preached. In other
words, there was no evidence that the interviewees had grown tired of the concepts. This
is in part due to the manner in which the phrases were communicated at Crossway
Church utilizing a wide range of creative resources.
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Make it Active
If church culture is going to be changed, something needs to occur. It is not
enough for the congregation to cognitively understand the preaching concepts, they must
do something with the cultural value that they hear. It has been vitally important to
connect the four phrases with something people can actively engage every time the
phrases were preached at Crossway. This type of action-oriented preaching is seen in the
project’s biblical study of preaching as well as the active teaching style of rabbinic
discipleship. The researcher discussed it when reviewing the communication for cultural
formation at Crossway Church. Pointing people toward action in communication was also
present in the literature review of application driven models for listener sensitive
communication. Action-oriented preaching takes the sermon into every environment of
church life in order to impact the entire culture.
If the preacher is communicating the cultural value of living out one’s Christian
faith by helping those under-resourced in the church and the community, then clear and
concrete examples must be given. It is not enough to say “Take it outside the walls of the
church.” It is imperative that the preacher clearly communicates to the congregation how
to do just that. If a congregant is unable to actively visualize the application of a principal
to his/her own life in the corporate church, the culture will not likely be engaged and
formed.
One example of this action-oriented preaching was the way in which the
researcher directed Crossway congregants to participate in small groups as a way to live
out the cultural value “community for the curious.” He explained to the church over and
over again how small groups were the best avenue by which people could live curiously.
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He preached about this clear action, communicating the active “how” to get into
community. Thus, the congregants not only heard about the value of community. They
also came to understand the necessary steps to take in order to participate in a smaller
group. By communicating with clear active next steps the percentage of participation in
smaller groups increased. This began to create a corporate culture that sees smaller group
involvement as culturally normative.
The companies and social organizations that were surveyed in Chapter Three used
clear actions associated with their language. Together, the language and the actions
created a particular culture. The individuals in the organization unmistakably understood
what was meant when a unique formation phrase was used. A communicator must
connect the abstraction of language to the actions of the congregant listening for cultural
impact.
Engage Emotion
Jesus’ teachings were emotionally saturated with stories that would evoke
surprise, anger, hope, comfort and irritation. The emotionally saturated teachings of Jesus
threatened the status quo and were a catalyst for the masses to follow him, but then reject
him and ultimately arrest him. A person remembers what he or she experiences
emotionally. In order to communicate for cultural formation, the preacher must
communicate in a manner that evokes emotion in the congregants. Martin Luther King Jr.
was a master of engaging emotion in his sermons. In, King Came Preaching, Mervyn A.
Warren writes,
Logical proofs came in the form of reasoning from example, analogy and causal
relation. Emotional proofs consisted of appeals to a threefold desideratum of
happiness, holiness and love. These three qualities provide the broad context in
which King addressed such compelling motives as freedom, response,
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helpfulness, power and influence, reputation, security, new experience, selfpreservation and property. Other psychological elements in his emotional proof
are identification, suggestion, attention and the emotion of anger, granted release
via the nonviolent demonstrations and marches that frequently followed his
sermons. 5
Warren’s portrait of King describes the kind of preaching for cultural impact that both
engages the emotions and clearly provides an opportunity for an active response.
In the field research, interviewees told emotionally charged stories about how
some of the formation phrases made them feel. One interviewee commented that he was
initially irritated and disagreed with an emotionally charged example that described what
a “come just as you are” church environment looked like. He later agreed with the
cultural value and example, but his ability to recall the exact story a year after the
delivery of that sermon illustrates the sticky nature of communicating to invoke an
emotional response. Preaching that shapes culture must be appropriately emotionally
charged to imprint the cultural formation value on the congregation. Preaching that is
exclusively focused on informing and growing the knowledge of the listener will not be
an effective catalyst for maximum cultural transformation. Emotions through preaching
are not the sustaining agent for cultural formation, but they are the trigger to activate the
value in a community’s life.
It is important for a preacher to see these principles illustrated using sermons that
engage a biblical text for the purpose of church culture formation. Four sample messages
that engage the researched formation phrases used at Crossway Church are provided in
Appendix D.
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Strengths and Weaknesses of the Thesis
Thesis Strengths
A strength of this thesis is its deeper look into the impact preaching has on the
culture of a local church, and suggests a course correction for the modern church.
Churches today often emphasize vision while ignoring the crucial conversation of their
culture. This study provides a biblical foundation and biblical examples for the
importance of preaching as a timeless craft in the effort to build up the church. This study
further enhances the preacher’s awareness of the power and importance of the particular
words spoken in a sermon. This thesis highlights language as a potent tool given by God
to the local church to shape culture. The final strength of the thesis was providing nine
reproducible principles to communicate for cultural impact.
The process of analyzing the impact of preaching at a church using case study,
followed by mining the value phrases, has been extremely valuable, and is useful for any
church organization wishing to assess culture. Churches can utilize this study’s
framework to assess the continuity between their desired culture and the perceptions of
their congregants. Following this framework can help churches discover whether their
leadership is communicating the desired values in a way that actually shapes their culture.
This research showed a clear connection between the interviewees’ church experience
and the intended cultural impact of preaching four formation phrases. The results have
been beneficial for the Crossway Church leadership assessment process.
This research provides preachers with key principles to incorporate in their
preaching craft. The nine principles of preaching for cultural impact that emerged out of
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the biblical, literary and field research are beneficial and practical for individuals desiring
to lead cultural change through preaching. These principles are unassuming but when
engaged over years of preaching have been shown to intentionally impact the culture of a
church.
Thesis Weaknesses
One weakness is limiting the research to a single church. Though the three senior
pastors interviewed all mentioned the importance of preaching in the leadership and
formation of the church, an in-depth study of their churches culture and the impact of
preaching on it would have been beneficial.
A second weakness is that this research was not designed to assess whether or not
the number of formation phrases has a significant impact on the breadth and depth of
cultural formation. In other words, would there be a negative or positive impact if a
pastor and church leadership chose two values over four, or six over four? No clear
answer to this question could be ascertained due to the scope of the project.
A third weakness was the lack of comparison to a church that had not been as
intentional in it cultural formation efforts through the preaching of value phrases. The
researcher intuitive claim at the beginning of this thesis asserted that it is preferable for a
church to intentionally shape its culture rather than to let it be developed by accident or
chance. Without a comparison, this statement remains unproven.
This study was undertaken to determine the impact of preaching on a church
culture. Through biblical, literary and field research the task was accomplished.
Unfortunately time did not allow for an even greater in-depth study of Crossway. Ideally
a researcher would repeat this interview format with 40 randomly chosen congregants a
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year, after introducing four unique formation phrases and preaching them intentionally.
The results of such an ideal study could provide greater clarity of impact.
Conclusion
Intentional preaching for the formation of church culture will be most impactful
when the communicator engages the nine principles of communication outlined in this
thesis. Those principles are, be intentional, use repetition, give it time, tell stories, focus
on the corporate, define and redefine terms, be creative, make it active and engage
emotion. Preaching that engages these principles of communication will have a greater
impact on shaping the ethos of the church to more effectively fulfill the vision of Jesus, to
go into the world and make disciples.
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CHAPTER SEVEN: REFLECTIONS
Personal Growth
The research has clearly revealed that preaching matters. What preachers say and
how they say it shapes the culture of a local church. If the church is going to be effective
it must understand that culture is a core factor in fulfilling Jesus’ vision of making
disciples. Though some pundits suggest that preaching has become a communication
style of the past with limited relevance for today, what this thesis clearly reveals is that
preaching matters. It is not hyperbole to suggest that the ineffectiveness of the church to
make disciples and impact North American culture is directly connected to the ignorance
surrounding the importance of preaching to shape a congregation. Preaching continues to
be a foundational aspect of what the local church must be about and pastors need to
continue to grow in the art and science of preaching. Through preaching God speaks,
people are transformed, communities are inspired and culture is shaped.
The primary ministry of the researcher has been pastoring in the local church.
Though his roles have changed over the years from youth pastor, to family life pastor,
church planter and lead pastor, public speaking has always been an important part of the
job description. The researcher’s public speaking was a major catalyst in shaping the
student ministry culture, the church planting culture and the culture of his current
ministry at Crossway Church.
The preaching journey has been somewhat of an unlikely path for the researcher.
For most of his childhood he was quiet and feared speaking up in a group setting. In high
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school the shyness melted away but there was still a deep fear of public speaking. In
college a professor mentioned that he would be a good pastor as long as preaching was
not one of his core responsibilities. While in seminary, public speaking still remained a
deep fear with the researcher avoiding all homiletic classes. During his first year as a
youth pastor teaching a high school Sunday school class, many students and parents
complained about how poor his teaching was. Pastoral ministry was in his cross hairs but
preaching and teaching seemed to be something for others to engage. The transition to
preacher developed over time and was not fully engaged until he spent several years
preaching nearly every Sunday in a church plant. By his own testimony, his preaching
ministry is not a natural talent but a gift from God that emerged through many years of
refining the gift. Seeing preaching as a gift from God did not mean that he did not work
hard studying how to preach and teach with greater effectiveness. Though formally
untrained as a preacher prior to Bethel Seminary, the researcher read homiletics books,
studied dozens of preachers and attended communication seminars.
The path into the doctoral program at Bethel has been the culmination of many
years of discernment whether or not another degree was the right step in his pastoral
leadership. After acceptance into the program, church leadership was the clear trajectory.
He did not imagine that the view of homiletics as a tool of church leadership would
become the primary focus in his coursework. It was after the first class when the
metaphor of preacher as cultural architect, someone who shapes the ability of the church
to follow Jesus’ call of disciple making, emerged. Through this class and through
subsequent classes on leadership, culture, spiritual formation and homiletics, a clear
passion for preaching as a leadership tool surfaced. This journey has been challenging
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and deeply fulfilling because the course work was directly linked to the researcher’s
ministry context.
The specific idea for the thesis occurred during ML890 (Organizational Change
and Communication), a class focusing on organizational leadership and change. The
reading, lectures and discussion in the class focused on how organizations experienced
change. During these discussions the importance of corporate culture as a necessary
component of organizational change was discussed and explored. One final piece to
preaching for cultural formation came together in SP890 (Inner Resources for Leaders), a
class that focused on the spiritual formation of leaders. It was during this class and
subsequent projects that a deeper understanding of Jewish culture and disciple making
was unearthed.
As the researcher engaged these Bethel Seminary classes, and especially the two
homiletics classes, the importance of preaching in the local church grew in his
understanding. Though he had been preaching for years, his preparation and approach
began to shift. The doctoral program had real impact on what the preaching ministry at
Crossway looked like. It positively shaped a clear philosophy of preaching for the
researcher. Crossway Church now consists of several pastors who participate in the
preaching ministry. All of them have learned the preaching philosophy of the lead pastor,
a philosophy that has been greatly influenced by his Bethel studies.
The researcher’s intentional preaching for cultural formation approach continues
to shape and impact Crossway Church. Forty interviewees clearly revealed the impact of
preaching on the Crossway Church culture. This was a very encouraging and humbling
experience for the researcher. It was sobering to see qualitative data that clearly
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connected what was being preached to how people understood the church and the Bible,
and to how people lived their lives. The importance of properly handling the scriptures
and the deep privilege of preaching was impressed on the mind of the researcher during
the thesis process. The case studies emphasized for the researcher the reality that
preaching for cultural formation is about real people in a church community. This
research was no mere academic exercise for him, since it was linked to a congregation
that the researcher has pastored for eleven years.
The personal and professional growth of the researcher during his years at Bethel
has been substantial. From preaching to leadership, every aspect of his ministry has been
touched by the Bethel Seminary experience. The researcher is not the same
communicator he was just three years ago. He has incorporated a “less assumptive moves
mind mapping” philosophy of preaching that is a direct influence of the homiletics
classes in the doctoral program. A “less assumptive moves mind mapping” philosophy of
preaching incorporates the moves philosophy of David Buttrick, with a less assumptive
approach influenced by Rod Casey and Donald Sunukjian. These two philosophies are
brought together with the use of a mind-mapping diagram to visually organize
information. Though preaching has been a major focus of his studies, the impact of the
doctoral program goes beyond the pulpit ministry. What spiritual formation looks like at
Crossway has been tweaked to embrace an even greater communal approach. The
intensive classes and the reading in the doctoral program have directly influenced
Crossway spiritual formation and leadership development. Many of the doctoral
resources have been used to train and encourage the Crossway Directors Team. Before
his time at Bethel, the researcher could preach. But did not have categories to
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appropriately equip others to do the same. Not only has a new philosophy of preaching
been developed for the researcher, but he also now has the ability to teach that philosophy
to others. The researcher has moved from an intuitive communicator to one who
understands principles of communication and specifically the principles of
communicating for cultural change.
The doctoral journey at Bethel Seminary has been a joy. It has inspired,
empowered and exasperated the researcher. The researcher has been stretched in his
understanding of church leadership, preaching and God. The journey has inspired the
researcher to keep learning and growing in the crucial role of lead pastor and preacher. It
has also empowered the researcher to become not merely a sharpened tool for the glory
of God but also a much more efficient reproducer of godly leaders. The exasperation
came from the challenge these studies presented to his marriage, his parenting of four
teenage boys, and his leadership of a growing church. It was not always easy to engage
properly every aspect of his responsibilities. His commitment through the years was to
avoid sacrificing his family for school and to be faithful to his role at church. Though this
was very hard to do at times, and though there were days when the e-mails for school had
to be sent without every recognized deficiency corrected, God has been faithful in the
journey. The researcher is supremely thankful for the privilege of going back to school
and growing as a pastor. The Bethel experience has been one of the most beneficial
academic experiences for the researcher and has directly impacted his local church.
Future Research Questions
The thesis research has been fairly narrow. Which allows for many potential
future studies. It would be beneficial for a future researcher to compare several churches
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and compare how preaching has impacted their church culture. Some important questions
could ten be evaluated. How does the preaching in a charismatic church impact its culture
and is that different from the impact in a conservative Baptist church or the impact in a
sacramental traditional church? Is preaching for cultural formation more pervasive in a
sermon-centric worship service model verses a sacramental tradition?
A study done over several years would allow for, interviews prior to the
incorporation of formation phrases. Several years later, the same people could again be
interviewed to see if the formation of cultural values have changed and whether
preaching has impacted those values.
This research leads to a host of follow-up questions, each of which could be
pursued as its own research project. For example, what is the optimal number of
formation phrases to shape church culture and specifically how long does each phrase
need to be communicated? When should a new formation phrase be changed or added? Is
there a critical time when the phrases need to be changed for the next generation
requiring further culture formation?
Is there a difference between oral communication in a church and oral
communication in the corporate world as it relates to the formation of culture? Does the
formation of culture through language in the corporate world take as long? Does the
absence of biblical authority and the preaching “mantle” impact how communication in
the corporate world shapes culture?
The impact of language on culture in a church needs to be studied beyond
preaching. For example, one ought to study how a churches written statement of beliefs,
and their program brochures impact church values. How is church culture impacted by
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the way in which language is used in multiple church venues, and specifically in written
form? Does written language in various church documents, including its website, and
social media venues have the same pervasive impact on church culture as oral
communication? While the researcher will continue to explore how preaching influences
church culture, further study on the influence of language on church culture would be a
great benefit as the Church embraces Jesus’ vision of going into the entire world and
making disciples.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FACILITATED BY
VOLUNTEER INTERVIEWER
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Appendix A: Interview Questions Facilitated by Volunteer Interviewer
1. What is your name?
2. How long have you attended Crossway Church?
3. Why are you at Crossway Church?
4. How would you describe Crossway Church?
5. What has your Crossway Church experience been like?
6. How many Sundays a year do you attend on average?
7. What do you believe the purpose of preaching is?
8. How would you describe the culture of Crossway Church?
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APPENDIX B: CULTURAL FORMATION PHRASE CODING GUIDE
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Appendix B: Cultural Formation Phrase Coding Guide
Our Primary Distinctive: Community for the Curious (Red)
•
•
•
•
•
•

Teachable: Open to biblical and theological truth
Freedom/Expectation: to ask questions and to seek answers honestly and
openly
Major on majors / Minor on minors
View of Christianity as a journey not a destination.
Variety of opinions allowed/encouraged / celebrated
This process is communal and is birthed through growing relationships

Come as you are (Green)
•
•
•
•
•

All are welcome, no exceptions, NONE
Loving atmosphere
Warm and friendly / Not judgmental
No prejudice or favoritism
Diverse

What goes on in church can’t stay in church (Yellow)
•
•
•
•

Being Christ in the world through concrete actions and speech
Takes place at home, work place, and community
LIVE environment: local and global missions
Celebrate stories of Biblical truth being applied in everyday life

Leave Changed (Blue)
•
•
•
•

Personal spiritual growth is the normal expectation for the Christ follower
(Come as you are) and be changed by Christ
Spiritual disciplines are taught and practiced
Process is active and / or intentional

Notes:
1. “*” Every time the word “curious” is stated
2. “#” Every time the exact cultural formation phrase is used
3. Highlight any interesting observations, themes, phrases in Black Ink
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APPENDIX C: FULL TABLE 5.4, CODED PHRASES
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Appendix C: Full Table 5.4, Coded Phrases
Community/Curious
(Red)
1
Respect all
perspectives Q4

Come as You Are
(Green)
1
Come as you are-open
to everyone Q8

1

Preaching a process of
co-learning Q7

1

3

Life groups important
to growth Q5

2

4

Sermons irritate,
challenge Q3

3

5

Church for the
curious Q8

4

12

5

Makes you hungry for
answers/questions Q7

5

Truly caring, everyone
cares Q4

12

6

Preaching that is
honest/struggles Q5
6
Process in community
Q5
6
Preaches to different
levels Q7
7
learn in community
Q5

5

12

7

Life group Q5

6

Bin Laden could come
Q8

Importance of
reaching out Q7
14
How we can use it in
the outside world Q3
16
Church ministers to
the community Q3
18Church invovled in
local and global
missions Q5
19
Invovled in
community Q4

9

Sermons are for
everybody Q4

7

23

10

Community for the
curious Q4
10
Preaching
challenging, irritating
Q7
10
Grow together with
people of different
walks Q8
11
Learning on a journey
Q5
11
Challenging not
condemning Q4

9

11

11

My problems are

Don’t have to clean
self up Q4
Very inviting
place/open Q8
Comfortable,
accepting, kind of free,
no judgment Q4
Very open Q4

No one turned away
Q8
6
People from all stages,
ages, socioeconomic Q8
6
Come as you are Q8
6

No judgment Q8

Everyone is
welcome/always Q8
Very diverse Q8

9

Not cliquish Q8

10

Many different types
of people Q8
11

Community comes
alongside struggling Q3
11
Come as you are Q8

Diverse, social status

What Goes On
(Yellow)
7
Preaching encourages
actions outside of
church Q7
8
I’ve never seen so
many different ways to
reach out Q8
10
Give feet to faith with
reference to local and
global missions Q8
11
Living out the gospel
Q3
Everybody has a
ministry Q8
Hands and feet of
Jesus Q7

We are preaching
when we tell others
what we learn Q7
24
They want to join and
do things Q5
28
Preaching what I need
to do, reach out Q7
29

Sharing what we learn
with others throughout
the week Q7
31
Sermon motivates us
to serve Q7
32
Inserting good into
each person who then
moves toward other
people Q7
32
Church does a lot of

Leave Changed
(Blue)
1
Don’t stay as you
are Q8
3

Helped be a better
person, a better man
Q5
6
Bond with others
struggling to all
improve Q5
7
My faith and the
faith of my
wife/kids have
grown Q5
9
Sermon designed to
not forget but digest
Q7
10
Challenging
people where they
are at Q7
11
Make everyone
better Q4
12
Not a church to be
stagnate in Q5
12
Press on/move
forward Q5
13
All about how the
Gospel changes our
lives Q5
13
Grow closer to
God so we can hear
Q7
14
Leave here
changed Q3
14

Show us what we
need to work on Q7
15
Message to make
us grow in faith Q7
16

Live it throughout
the week Q7
16

Find God’s will
for personal life Q7
17
I have grown with
and because of the
church Q8
18

Always takes
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same as everyone Q4
12
On journey together
Q8
12
Life group Q5

Q8
11
Knows people who do
not feel judged here Q8
12
As diverse as it can be
Q8

good in the world
32
Purpose of preaching
to influence world Q7
33
Support with John’s
stroke Q5

13

Preach to the saved
and unsaved Q7

13

33

13

Open to questions Q8
Message shows we
are on the same path
Q4
15
Open to our own
journey Q7

13

34

15

13

35

Leadership available
Q8

Lot of activity Q4
Serve with joy and not
feel bad when you stop
Q5
37
Global mission trip
participant Q5

17

Teaching what it
means to follow Jesus
Q4
17
All at different stages
of journey Q8

14

38

17

People walk
alongside you on
journey Q8
18
Challenging sermons
mentioned twice Q5
18
Life and home group
Q4

15

19

Sermons with
something for mature,
new and unsaved Q4
19
Invovled in Grow Q7

15

20

Teach Bible, Jesus
and God breathed QQ5
20
Cast vision about
being curious Q5

17

21

18

Church for the
curious Q4
21

Community of people
who want to draw
closer to God Q4
22
Community that
encourages us to love
God Q4
22
Church for the
curious Q4
23
Open to everybody’s
ideas Q4
23
Life groups Q5

Not judgmental Q3
Suits/blue jeans Q8
Diverse Q8

13

Close personal
relationship with young
and old Q8
14
Caring, real, genuine,
loving Q4
Family, welcome,
warm Q3
15

Forgiving Q4

15

Comforting Q8
Open to strangers Q8

16

Diverse Q8

Inviting, hospitable,
accommodating Q4
17
Doesn’t matter where
you are from Q8
A community of
people that embrace you
Q4
19
People care about each
other Q4
20

Come as you are Q4

20

Belong, loved, broken
Q4
20
Many generations
growing together Q8
22
Open to diversity,
many types Q8

Missions minded local
and global Q4

Focus on missions Q5
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Focus on whatever it
takes to reach
community Q4
40
Reach neighbors and
daily contacts Q4

something away Q8
18
Improve our
actions Q8
19
Sermons challenge
us to be Christ-like
Q4
21
First church I
wanted to be
involved with Q5
22
Get plugged in Q4
25
Be changed by
God Q8
26

People are excited
about what God is
doing Q4
27
Teachig us to find
food for ourselves
Q7
27
God does the
changing Q4
27

The purpose is
to be changed Q7
28

Preaching what I
need to change Q8
30
Fifty people who
care about me come
here Q5
30
It changed my life
Q5
31

Sermons motivate
us to grow Q7
32
Sermon moves me
every week Q4
37
Growing in her
spiritual journey,
challenged Q5
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24

It is for the curious
Q3
24
Sermons educate,
motivate, inspire Q7
26
Preach truth not just
what is easy or sounds
good Q1
27
Preaching is honest,
open, vulnerable Q4
29
Bible teaching on
multiple levels for all
people Q3
29
Learn to worship in
community Q8
30
Curious Q4
30
Preach to teach and
offend Q7
31
Sermon teaches for
different walks and
stages of life and faith
Q4
31
Church for the
curious at different
stages Q4
33
Preach to the needs of
all levels Q5
34

Preaching to reach
out Q7
34

Preaching to show
Jesus a little bit and
draw to him Q7
34
Life group Q5
35

Preaching to plant
seed, share to bring
people to Christ Q7
36
It is for the
curious Q4
37
Community for the
curious Q4
37
Encourage questions
Q4
37
Preaching to motivate
me to delve deeper Q7
38
Life groups/home
groups important Q5
39
Culture open
to people who are
curious Q8
39
Curious are people
who don’ t have it all
figured out Q8

23

Accept everybody Q4

24

Very friendly, very
open Q8
25
Come as you are,
flaws and all Q8
25

Culture of acceptance
Q8
25
A place you can get
help if you need it Q4
26

People are genuine
and real Q3
26
Live life together Q8
26
Safe environment Q8
27

Come as you are Q4

28

Come as you are Q4

28

Open arms, sets tone
by meeting at info
center Q8
28
Bring people and
know they are welcome
Q8
28
Come from all
religions Q8
28

All have shortcomings
and all welcome Q4
29
Diverse culture open
and welcoming Q8
30

Come as you are 4
times Q3
30
wide open, transparent
Q8
33
Reach out to those
hurt by church Q4
33
Real, about family life
Q7
34
People real with each
other Q3
35
Accepted no matter
who they are Q4
35

Worship how you like
without being talked
about Q4
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39

Figure it out together
Q8
39
Life Group Q5

35

Diverse culture Q8

35

Authentic culture and
pastors real Q8
35
Come as you are Q4
36
Everyone can be
themselves Q4
36
In spite of changes it
is a loving community
36
Not a lot of rules, not
judgmental Q8
37
You don’t have to be a
certain person to come
Q4
39
Role of Grow ministry
Q5
40
Church reaches all
ages Q4
40
Many backgrounds
blend well Q8
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Four Sermons Preached on Each of the Crossway Formation Phrases
It is not enough simply to understand the nine formation principles of preaching
for cultural formation, one must also see how these principles are engaged in a biblically
informed message. All nine principles for preaching to impact culture have been engaged
in the communication of these four phrases at Crossway Church. The following four
examples do not include all nine principles. They are explained in a form that would be
used in the church community as sermons, teaching segments in a class or small groups.
The communication form is foundational for cultural transformation. Although the form
used in a business or academic setting is different than the form used in a suburban
church, all nine formation principles are relevant to cultural formation. The
contextualization of key phrases is crucial to utilizing oral communication for cultural
formation. For the purpose of the unique Crossway Church cultural formation, the
phrases are explored within a biblical and homiletic context for a regular church attender
who is moderately biblically literate. Many of the creative sermonic elements and visual
aids have been removed from these summary examples to highlight the biblical roots of
these formation values.
Community for the Curious
If Crossway church has a “target” audience, it is curious people. Some curious
people are individuals who are far from God and other curious people are followers of
Jesus Christ. Curious people who are far from God are those individuals who have not yet
committed their life to Jesus Christ, yet they are open to biblical truth. At Crossway we
make the assumption that if a person does not know Jesus Christ but is attending Sunday
morning or another church environment they are, on some level, curious. Non-curious
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people who do not know Christ stay as far away from church world as possible. Curious
followers of Jesus Christ are those individuals who profess Jesus Christ and recognize
that they have not yet arrived in their spiritual journey. They understand that the Bible is
an in-exhaustive resource of truth and are open to varied understandings of this truth. The
curious Christian recognizes that they are not standing on the mountaintop of holiness
and theological understanding, but are at the bottom of the mountain working their way
up.
The story of Pilate in the Bible is an example of a man who was not curious,
while the story of Nicodemus is one of curiosity. In John 19:38-39 we have a record of
Pilate’s interaction with Jesus. Pilate’s story reveals the biggest killers to curiosity that
we must avoid in our life personally and in our church community corporately. Pilate was
more concerned with preserving his own position, influence, and place in Roman society
than releasing an innocent man. The Jewish people were known to be a powder keg ready
to explode at anytime. Eventually it would blow with Rome marching into Jerusalem and
destroying the temple in AD 70. Pilate knew that if he let Jesus go, it would have caused
serious tension with the Jewish leadership. That politically suicidal news would make its
way back to Rome and even his marriage to a relative of Caesar would not save his
position. Better to send an innocent man to death, even after the warning of his wife and
the clear cross-examination that declared his innocence, than to risk losing your political
position.
Self-preservation always kills curiosity in a person and is a form of idolatry. Selfpreservation people are never truly curious, never open to conviction, healing and the
different ways of seeing the work of God in the Bible. Self-preservation also kills a
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church that is reaching the curious. A self-preservation church always drifts toward
insiders and complexity. When the church engages inside language, and complex church
systems it creates a culture that makes it difficult for curious people to feel welcome as
they explore the truth of Jesus Christ. A culture of self-preservation starts with personal
questions of preference. Do I like the music? Do I like the community group? Do I prefer
the kid’s ministry? It looks to self to evaluate ministry instead of looking at the curious
people who are waiting to have a nontoxic place to explore Jesus (curious un-churched
and curious Christians alike). A self-preservation Christian and their church poses a
constant threat to reaching a new generation for Christ.
Nicodemus and his story in John 3 is a clear example of what a curious person
and church culture can look like; as curious people and churches are watchful.
Nicodemus was observing Jesus. He was seeing the miraculous signs that Jesus was
doing and it stoked his curiosity. Other Pharisees, like Nicodemus, witnessed the signs
but it did not drive them to seek Jesus out. Nicodemus had his spiritual radar up and he
recognized that this Jesus was, at the very least, a special Rabbi teacher. Curious people
are watchful, looking for how God could be working even in the unexpected. Curious
people see God working in the painful circumstances of life. Curious people are not
threatened by different perspectives, but willing to seek understanding even in the
unfamiliar. Curious people and churches explore the new and undiscovered even when it
makes them fearful. Nicodemus was afraid to be seen with Jesus so he came at night but
he still came. It’s okay to be a little fearful, but Nicodemus did not let fear squelch his
curiosity, as did Pilate. One of the fears that many people have is in the open-minded
exploration of the Bible. Jesus was presenting Nicodemus with a completely different
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understanding of the prophesied Messiah and the way to the Kingdom of God. As you
move through John 3, Nicodemus and Jesus have a real conversation about the Kingdom
of God from the perspective of Jesus. Questions are asked and answered. Jesus
challenges Nicodemus, wondering why a well-schooled man does not understand these
truths, yet though confronted, real conversation results. Jesus doesn’t beat up Nicodemus
for his questions; Nicodemus doesn’t attack Jesus for his answer but there is a sense of
authentic relational conversation.
This leads Jesus into one of the more familiar and powerful verses In the Bible,
John 3:16, revealing that God loves the entire world, and salvation uniquely comes
through the very Son of God. In this conversation Jesus doesn’t restrain himself but gives
Nicodemus real insightful answers. Like Jesus’ interaction with Nicodemus, curious
churches have conversations about the beauty and the challenge of the Christian story.
Curious churches are filled with people who stay curious throughout their spiritual
journey.
What Goes On in Church Can’t Stay in Church
This next cultural formation phrase is unfortunately the antithesis to how many
churches have responded to the culture around them, and is core for the church to be an
incarnational Kingdom community. Historically, there have been three general responses
of the church to the society in which it resides.
The first response is the “lets find a cave” perspective which espouses that to be
true followers of Jesus Christ we must disassociate with the evils and the problems of the
world. We have seen many movements like this through the years, for example, the
Amish who have separated themselves from modern culture, locking themselves into an
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early nineteenth century rural lifestyle. There are the compound people who purchase a
large plot of land in Montana, put up a big fence, stockpile food and ammunition with a
big “keep out or get shot” sign. More insidiously we also do this when we create a
Christian subculture that isolates us from the world. A person wanting to can attend a
Christian school, do business with Christian businesses, have a Christian doctor, listen to
Christian music, watch Christian TV, and go online with a Christian browser. It’s not that
any of these things in and of themselves are entirely bad, but we have the capacity to
create a “Christian” ghetto. This is not only a non-biblical response it doesn’t work.
A second response is the, “we are all one” and “can’t we all get along” attitude.
Within this philosophy a choice is made to not isolate from the world but blend into the
world. In fact, eliminating the distinctions between following Christ and living in the
world is the goal of this perspective. In Germany during WWII the official church did
this when it supported Hitler and the Nazi Party. In Europe today, where Christianity was
paramount for 1,500 years, most of the beautiful cathedrals are not distinguishable from
the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben and Leaning Tower of Piazza. They are just tourist attractions
because the church has lost its distinction.
The final unhealthy response is a “storm the beaches” approach. There was an old
Marine saying, “Kill them all and let God sort them out”. Unfortunately some Christ
followers and churches have that military mentality. Let’s Bible bash the culture. If they
don’t get it, open their mouth wide and crank open the fire hydrant of theology; if we
berate them enough, perhaps they will finally cave in and surrender to our ways. These
are the churches that legalistically present the, my way or the highway approach to
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secondary and non-essential theological issues. So how are we to respond to our culture?
We do what God did. He stepped out of heaven and into the world.
What amazes me about Luke 2:6-7 is the regular nature of Jesus’ birth. God, in
human form, enters history. He penetrates the culture and enters just like each and every
one of us did as a fragile, crying baby. In verse six it says the time came for the baby to
be born. Mary had to carry Jesus for nine months, plus or minus a few weeks just like all
of us. Jesus was fully human. The Christmas song, Away in a Manger, was wrong when it
said, “no crying he makes”. He did in fact cry, he needed to be wrapped just like other
babies in that day, fed and provided for.
Not only did God become man but he also he entered the world in very humble
conditions. He wasn’t the son of the wealthy and powerful, but of a common carpenter
and a teenage girl. Jesus wasn’t born in a million-dollar birthing room with sanitary
walls, heat lamps, suction catheters and professionally trained nurses and doctors. There
weren’t any proud grandparents sitting in the waiting room. He didn’t receive a baby
shower, cards and balloons. There was no emergency infant ICU just in case. No, Jesus
was born much like many babies all over the world today in impoverished nations. He
was a human baby born to a poor family in adverse conditions. God became man and
dwelt among us.
In John 1:14 the author is not only telling us that God became man but that he
was, in fact, God. The Word or Logos became flesh and this Greek word Logos was used
by ancient Greek philosophers to express the central principle of the universe. John is
saying in a language that his audience could understand that the central principle of the
universe, God himself, the creator became human. This man Jesus was God in flesh. He
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walked, he talked, he slept; but he also healed, fed thousands and rose from the dead.
Professor and author Leonard Sweet writes,
He dressed himself in the customary garb of the day where he lived. He spoke
the language of the day in which he lived. He fully inhabited the cultural space
of the first century…If our Savior joins us where we are, not where we ought to
be, what excuse do we have to not join people where they are while insisting on
where they ought to be. 1
We must be a people that step beyond the walls of the Christian community and
enter the arena that God has set before us. As a community of faith we are challenged that
what goes on in church can’t stay in church. The seventy minutes on Sunday morning is
not the zenith of the Christian experience. In fact Sunday service is not church, but
merely a part of a much more potent and cultural transforming organism called the
church. No, what happens here (in service) doesn’t stay here, but transforms our life and
community far beyond the walls of the building. We must not hide from, assimilate into
or try to destroy the people around us. But, like Christ, we must seek to understand the
culture, serve people and speak in a way that all can understand the hope that is found in
Jesus. That is what is meant by, “What goes on in church can’t stay in church.”
Come As You Are
In Luke 14 we find Jesus at a meal that takes place in the home of a prominent
Pharisee. A very important and resourced religious leader is throwing a Passover party
and Jesus is invited. We are not sure about the motives of the invitation because Luke
tells us that Jesus was being carefully watched. He begins by healing a guy with dropsy
and from that point systematically offends everyone in the room. He starts by challenging
their interpretation of the biblical law that they have dedicated their life to, and moves to
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an indictment on how they sit at the table, a sign of honor and pride in ancient culture. He
ends his talk by telling them they should not invite their friends and family because they
repay you; instead invite the poor, crippled, lame and blind who cannot repay you.
In Luke 14:15 we read, “Blessed is the man who will eat the feast in the kingdom
of God.” This person is hoping that his statement will bring a great cheer of celebration
because what he is really saying is, “Look at us. We are all feasting together and we are
special because we will also feast in the new kingdom, the New Jerusalem that God will
establish someday. We are in, we are good, so let’s party!” Jesus doesn’t celebrate this
comment, but he does tell one of his imaginative parables.
A certain man was preparing the most extravagant banquet. In Jesus’ day a
wealthy man who threw this kind of party would send out two invitations. The initial
invite is sent out and everyone accepts the invite. You would never have this kind of
party without sending out two invitations. No one would attend a party with just one
invitation because of the honor and shame code of the day. What if you received the
invitation by accident and it was never the intent for you to be invited? You would
patiently wait for the second invitation when the servant goes out and reports that the
meal is ready, the table is set, the food is hot and the music is rocking. 2
Jesus gives us three examples in common story-telling fashion of his day,
highlighting how the people invited respond. Remember all of these people had
previously received and responded positively to the invitation, but now, when the servant
arrives they give some very lame excuses as to why they cannot attend the great banquet.
The first man says he must go and see a field that he just purchased. The next guy just
2
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bought five oxen, about 20,000 pounds of animal. Both are lies with a soft rejection. The
final guy has a different excuse that seems legitimate at first glance. He is possibly using
the law in Deuteronomy that gives a person permission to not go to war for a year after
marriage to defend his reasons for not coming to the party. This seems reasonable until
you realize that no Palestinian village would have two major banquets at the same time.
And no one would quickly get married between the first and second invitation. This guy
was creative with his excuse, but he is also lying.
The servant returns to the master to report the bad news. The food will not be
wasted and the house will be full with hungry appetites being satisfied. The master tells
his servants to go out in the community and invite the poor, the crippled, the blind and
the lame. All the “important” people have had their opportunity so now invite those who
never get invited to this kind of party. Unlike the original invitees, the invisible people of
their society show up.
Philip Yancey, in his book What’s So Amazing about Grace, tells a true story that
he found in the Boston Globe from 1990 that highlights this biblical truth:
Accompanied by her fiancé, a woman went to the Hyatt hotel in Boston and
ordered the meal [for the wedding reception]. They both had expensive taste, and
the bill came to thirteen thousand…the day the announcements were supposed to
hit the mailbox, the potential groom got cold feet. When his angry fiancé
returned to the Hyatt to cancel the banquet, the Events Manager could not have
been more understanding. But about the refund, she had bad news. The
contract is binding. You’re only entitled to thirteen hundred dollars back. You
have two options: to forfeit the rest of the down payment, or go ahead with the
banquet. I’m sorry. Really, I am. It seemed crazy, but the more she thought
about it, the more she liked the idea of going ahead with the party—not a wedding
banquet but a big blowout. Ten years before, this same woman had been living in
a homeless shelter. She had gotten back on her feet, found a good job and set
aside a sizable nest egg. Now she had the wild notion of using her savings to treat
the down-and-outs of Boston to a night on the town. And so it was that in June of
1990, the Hyatt Hotel in downtown Boston hosted a party such as it had never
seen before. She sent invitations to rescue missions and homeless shelters. That
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warm summer night, people who were used to peeling half-gnawed pizza off
the cardboard dined instead on chicken cordon bleu. Hyatt waiters in tuxedos
served hors d’oeuvres to senior citizens propped up by crutches and aluminum
walkers. Bag ladies, vagrants, and addicts took one night off from the hard life on
the sidewalks outside and instead sipped champagne, ate chocolate wedding cake,
and danced to big-band melodies late into the night. 3
The servant returns to the master and tells him that what he had ordered had been
done, the wounded and broken and outcasts of society have arrived. But there is stillroom
at the party. Then the master told the servant to go back out and invite everyone to come
in. We see the heart of God, who is the party throwing master, in the story. He is not
making it hard for people to come to him. And he is not forcing people to come to him,
but he is doing everything to compel people to attend the great banquet. He doesn’t want
just a select few to be in his house, but everyone to receive the invitation. The banquet in
Jewish society is about fellowship, authentic hospitality, protection and being part of the
family. The invite is for all to move from the outside to the inside; for people to come as
they are to the community of faith and ultimately to Christ.
God is inviting the rich and the poor, black, white, Hispanic, Asian, all people to
the family banquet. God is not concerned with the choices we have made, the past that we
have lived, but he is concerned that we respond to his invitation and come into the family.
As God is a “come just as you are” God, the church is a “come just as you are”
community.
Leave Changed
The story of Peter denying Christ 3 times is placed directly before the story of
Judas confessing his grave mistake to the religious leaders and ultimately killing himself.
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Matthew, the author, is making a clear point. Peter denies Christ and weeps bitterly. But
in John 21 he is restored back into fellowship by the resurrected Jesus by Jesus himself.
He then preaches the Holy Spirit filled sermon in Acts 2 that leads to 3,000 people being
baptized and the birth of the church.
What is the difference between Peter and Judas? Why does one become the Rock
of the church and one of the greatest men of church history while the other kills himself,
forever associated with the pure evil of the betraying of Jesus? The difference is that
remorse is not repentance. Peter was changed! Judas showed remorse but Peter engaged
repentance. It is important that remorse never be confused with repentance, or change
beyond the walls of the church will never occur.
In Matthew 27:3 it says that Judas was seized with remorse. Not with repentance.
In the Greek language the words for remorse and repentance are close but not exactly the
same. Remorse and repentance start in the same place but quickly divide into two very
distinct paths. Remorse is a torturing sense of guilt for one’s actions. Judas experienced
remorse. He knew what he had done was wrong, was sin. It was torturing him so much
that he eventually took his own life.
All of us have done things in our life for which we are remorseful. We feel really
bad that we got drunk again. We are so sorry that we allowed our anger to swell up and
wreck another relationship. We are weeping, broken because we got our third speeding
ticket and we will now lose our drivers license. Remorse left to itself ends in self-hatred
and a clear absence of change. When you stay remorseful over something you have done
it always leads to a mental, emotional, physical and spiritual self-abuse. In the state of
remorse, we never recognize the forgiveness that Jesus has offered each and every one of
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us on the cross. Remorse keeps you focused on your own sin, your own junk, your own
mistakes, your own addictions and never moves out from self and sin to Christ and
forgiveness.
Peter, like Judas, experienced remorse. He wept bitterly and his remorse led to
repentance, to real change. The word used for repent in the New Testament is “metaneo,”
the same word Peter uses in Acts 2:38 when he is preaching about Jesus at the birth of the
church. It’s the word John the Baptist used when preparing the way for Jesus and it is the
word Jesus used in his ministry. That word literally means to rethink, to change your
mind about something. Repentance is thinking about someone in such a way that your
allegiance jumps from one team to another. When a new Roman leader would come to
power the soldiers needed to “metaneo” their allegiance to a new leader, a new way, a
new path. 4
One of the missteps we make regarding repentance is thinking that it is about
focusing on a sin in your life and recognizing that it is wrong. But that is not repentance,
that is just remorse. Remorse focuses on the sin and feels genuinely broken. Remorse
moves to repentance when our thinking changes about whose team we are on. And, like
the biblical example, when our thinking genuinely changes our allegiance, our actions
change. You never experience sustained change in your life by focusing on what needs to
be changed, instead of what you need to be changed into. Repentance recognizes the sin
in our life that needs to be changed, but then moves our focus to the Christ whom we
need to be changed into.

4

N. T. Wright. Jesus and the Victory of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1996), 245-254.

177
Repentance needs to begin at the same place it did for Peter and Judas. You need
to recognize your sin. Peter recognized he did not stand by his master Rabbi in his
greatest time of need and wept. Judas realized that Jesus was innocent and was deeply
remorseful. When you begin to engage repentance you speak with clarity about what you
have done. You have not truly engaged repentance until you are clear about your junk
and no longer play the rationalization game. This clarity must birth a time of confession
to God and also to others as charged in James 5. Repentance also dictates that, if possible,
some form of restitution occurs. This path leads to a true change of allegiance.
When we repent we change teams. We are no longer loyal to our sinful nature.
We are no longer loyal to the sin in our life, but we are now submitted to Christ and our
allegiance resides in Him. Peter was more interested in protecting his own skin than
standing with Jesus. But that would change. Peter would boldly proclaim and stand with
Jesus. And church history tells us that Peter would die for Christ, being crucified upside
down. That is authentic repentance. An attitude, an action, a perspective was changed.
It’s not that Peter never struggled again. He did. On one occasion the Apostle Paul had to
put him back in line. Peter still struggled. When we truly repent and change our
allegiance to Christ we will still struggle, we will still sin. But in authentic repentance the
rhythm of our life begins to change, we begin to celebrate more victories, and the path of
our lives truly turn from our issues to the person of Jesus our leader and Lord. In
authentic repentance we leave changed and leaving changed is always at the heart of the
church experience.
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